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Chapter One 

The crackle and hiss of a police radio 

followed Indigo as he walked between the line of 
patrol cars and past the CSI van crowding the old 
church parking lot. The place the great Dante 
Leonisis had called home. 

Dante—the oldest of the Palet, maybe even 

the best. He’d been Indigo’s longtime friend and 
mentor. A father figure to many of the young 
warriors belonging to the Church. Dante had made 
it his job to ease the transition of the chosen from 
the real world to the realm of darkness and death 


where they fought Chaos. 


Indigo felt the cops staring at him. He smelled 

the fear clogging their throats. Ordinary men did 
not look on a scene like this and be unafraid. Fear 
was something Indigo had conquered as a child, 
because fear was the sword of the Demonic. 
Detective Brian Norton stood at the bottom of 

the steps. He’d been a member of the Atlanta 
Police since before the Covenant and was one of 
the Church’s most trusted pair of eyes watching 
over the citizens of the city. From the inside he 
knew more than any man should about the darkness 
lurking in the shadows. The horrors of those truths 
about the world still showed in his eyes. The man 
looked older than Indigo remembered, his hair was 
more white than blond now, and the worry lines 
around his mouth cut deep. He chewed a piece of 
gum instead of sucking on a cigarette. He nodded 
when Indigo reached the first step. 

Indigo grazed a look over the front of the 


church. Under the flash of lights from the patrol 


cars, the gray stone was black and the moss edging 
the grout blacker. 

Beside him Norton shuffled his feet, loafers 

making wet sounds against the rain-slicked asphalt. 
“Sorry to wake you up.” 

Indigo sighed. “I was awake.” Sleep was a 

luxury he’d long ago forgotten. It just wasn’t worth 
the nightmares. Sometimes they were about the 
monsters infecting society. 

More often than not they were about an Angel 

with broken wings. 

Even after all these years his heart ached for 

his Guardian. It was a pain that would never stop. 
Like the guilt plaguing his conscience, Indigo knew 
it would be with him until the day he died. Love 
was like that. It could either make a man or destroy 
him. As much as Indigo wanted to forget, some 
small part of him died with every passing day they 
were apart. If only things had been different. If 


only Ariel hadn’t broken the first law of free will. 


Brian jerked his chin at the group of cops. “If 

any of the boys ask, you’re a transplant from the 
violent crimes department in North Carolina.” 
Indigo snorted. “Really?” 

“It’s the best | could come up with on such 

short notice.” 

“| don’t exactly look the part, though.” Not 
dressed in a duster, brimmed hat, and armed with 
enough weapons to overthrow a small country—or 
kill a few Demons. 

Detective Norton shook his head. “Don’t 

worry about it. Captain has your back like always. 
They know not to question him.” 

Indigo quirked his lips. 

“Okay, fine, they’re afraid to question him.” 

“You could just tell them the truth.” That the 
world was overrun with the Demonic. That they 
drove taxis, ran businesses, owned banks, and 
even taught children in public schools. 


“You know as well as | do, that’s not 


possible.” 

Because people who talked about monsters 
wound up in psychiatric hospitals. For those 
who’d had their eyes opened, antipsychotics 
helped to lower the veil back over reality, but they 
were never the same again. Even those born with 
the Sight were never the same once they could 
truly see. 

“I appreciate you calling me first. Did you get 
much backlash?” 

Brian gave an uneasy laugh. “The Church 

wasn’t happy about it, no. They sent Father 
Fredrick to watch your back.” 

Indigo didn’t agree. They’d sent Cornelius so 

the bastard could run back and tattle on him like 
the nosy ass kisser he was. “I hope this won’t get 
you into any trouble.” 

“I’m about to retire. | don’t care what the 

Church thinks. He was your friend, and they know 


that. If | have to, l'Il tell them | told you in self- 


defense.” 

Indigo lifted an eyebrow. “Self-defense?” 

“Yeah, to keep you from kicking the shit out 

of me.” 

If the circumstances had been different, Indigo 
might have laughed at the sincerity in the man’s 
tone, but the knowledge that Dante was dead made 
it hard to even breathe. He nodded at the doors. 
“This way?” 

Norton put a hand on his arm. “Wait. | warn 

you now, it’s bad.” 

“It’s always bad.” Indigo had never seen a 

Demon attack that wasn’t. Just because Dante had 
been Palet didn’t mean he couldn’t make just as 
big of a mess. 

“No, | mean it’s really bad.” Norton gave 

Indigo a look that told him everything he didn’t 
want to know. Dante hadn’t just been killed; he’d 
been destroyed. 


What had Indigo expected? No one following 


the order of Serenity racked up brownie points 
with the order of Chaos. Dante probably got 
exactly the kind of retribution Indigo had delivered 
himself a thousand times over. 

It was still an ugly way to go, and looking at 

it never got any easier. 

Indigo said, “Where’s Cornelius?” 

Norton nodded and waved a hand toward the 
building. “Inside looking around.” 

“No one touched anything, did they?” 

“Of course not. First man on the scene called 

it in. | came and saw what we were dealing with 
and called you, then the Church. Cornelius is the 
only one who’s examined anything.” 

Indigo climbed the short steps to the large oak 
doors. The right one was off its hinges, and there 
were multiple bullet holes near the center. It was 
unusual for a Demon to enter holy ground or any 
sacred dwelling, including the average home. It 


was even more unusual for them to get into a place 


like Dante’s. The wards carved into the wall and 
door should have burned them to a crisp, but 
somehow they’d gotten past them. There were only 
a few ways that could happen; destroying the 
circle created by the wards, being invited in, or 
summoned. 

He scanned the ground. Demons didn’t bleed 
much, but they usually left something behind when 
they were injured. He found nothing and figured 
the rains from earlier had washed away any 
evidence. The alternative was Dante had missed, 
and that man could shoot the wings off a fly. 
“Indigo?” 

“Yeah.” 

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. He was a 

good man.” 

He nodded. “Yeah, he was a good man.” 

Norton walked down to where the other cops 

were, and Indigo went inside. 


Pale yellow light from several bald bulbs lit 


the foyer leading into the nave. The broken 
shadows painted the stone Angels keeping watch. 
The silver spears they held looked like streaks of 
moonlight, and their fierce expressions gave the 
impression of a pending attack. Everything was old 
here, screaming of the ancient ways. When the 
lines between Chaos and Serenity were not 
blurred. 

Inside these walls, Indigo could all but taste 

the war now forbidden by the Covenant. 

Years ago Indigo had asked the old man why 

he chose to live here, where the walls were 
always damp and cold and the air smelled like the 
inside of a crypt. Dante had said he needed the 
room, a place to train others how to fight, how to 
destroy the Demonic. Dante had made it his 
mission to teach them all how to survive in battle. 
How to kill and not be killed. 

The Church operated an official training 


facility north of the city. As advanced as the place 


was—with its computers, its state-of-the-art 
housing and security—it had never been home to 
Indigo. Dante’s old church, dark and moldy, had 
always been far more welcoming. Especially now, 
since the birth of the Covenant between Chaos and 
Serenity, the Darkness and the Light. 

In the past twenty years the Church had been 
transformed into a shell of the superpower that it 
used to be. It had bent to the ways of Darkness, all 
in the name of peace. Nowadays the training 
facility was almost devoid of students. The ones 
who were there received only a sterile education. 
Just enough to teach them how to control the Sight. 
No weapons, no incantations. Nothing that was 
useful in the war against the Demonic. In the eyes 
of the Church, the war had ended. 

Only the cost for ending that war had left the 
human race vulnerable. Even Dante had cursed the 
Church for what they’d done. No amount of peace 


was worth making a deal with the devil. While 


they didn’t agree on everything when it came to 
what was most holy, that was one thing Dante and 
Indigo saw eye to eye on. 

He stopped halfway through the nave, taking 

in the wide-open space. Overhead, pigeons rustled 
in the rafters, making soft, mournful sounds. The 
old pews had long ago been cleared out so there 
was room for a training area. Pale white lines 

drew out sparring boundaries, and targets were 
mounted on the farthest wall. A divider with a 
door had been erected, separating the transept and 
chancel. Beyond the partition, in the back of the 
old cathedral Dante had made his home. 

Cornelius stood by the door. He was nothing 

more than a dark shape backlit by rows of candles 
mounted on small stone shelves until Indigo 
stepped up beside him. 

“You're late.” Cornelius stuffed his hands 

into his Windbreaker. His ruddy cheeks glowed, 


and his red hair lay plastered to his shiny head. 


Even at three in the morning, the man was dressed 
in his clerical clothes. Knowing him, the asshole 
probably slept in the things. 

“Sorry, | was busy.” 

“Doing what? Hanging out in bars, clubs, 

picking up prostitutes?” 

Indigo didn’t even try to hide his smile. 

The red in Cornelius’s cheeks darkened. 

“Dante called me, right before...you know.” 

Right before he died: painfully, violently, and 
probably screaming his lungs out. Indigo’s smile 
fell, and he cast a look at the door to Dante’s 

living area. It was slightly open; he could just 

make out the shapes of furniture. An overturned 
lamp distorted the shadows into nightmarish 
Shapes. Dante had put up a fight. Indigo hoped he’d 
at least taken a few with him. 

“What did he say?” 

“Not much that made sense. He wanted 


access to the archives. He sounded...” Cornelius 


looked away. “He was angry, as usual.” 

“So what did you tell him?” 

“About what?” 

“The archives.” 

Silence. 

Indigo huffed a laugh. “No, huh?” 

“You know the rules, Indigo. The Covenant 
forbids such use of the Church’s knowledge.” 
“Such use?” 

“You know what he would have used it for.” 
“What? To do his job, to do our jobs?” 

“The war is over, and we're all better for it.” 
“Better?” The word tasted bitter in his mouth. 
“No, the problem is the Church doesn’t want to 
admit the Covenant was a mistake. Look around 
you, Cornelius. They killed Dante. Twenty years 
ago the Church would have unleashed everything it 
had in retribution.” 

“It’s not twenty years ago.” 


“Yeah, | noticed.” 


Thanks to the Covenant, Serenity didn’t stand 

a chance at winning this war. Not with the leashes 
and muzzles put on the priests and the Palet. With 
Dante gone, Indigo was the last of the old-school 
Palet. Those trained to be true warriors. Those 
trained to die fighting for what they believed in. 
Unlike everyone else, Indigo understood what 
Dante wanted. He appreciated the man’s drive to 
prove the Church was wrong and to rekindle the 
war, to spill blood, to bring the battle into the 
light. 

Indigo said, “You know, of all of us, he had 

the most faith. He believed in the greater good.” 
“And you don’t?” 

“Nope.” 

“After all you’ve seen, all you’ve been 

through?” Was that awe or anger in the priest’s 
voice? 

“As far as | know, God is dead, and if he isn’t 


dead, he obviously doesn’t give a shit.” He took a 


step toward the door, giving his back to 
Cornelius’s cold glare. “You coming?” 

“I'll wait out front.” 

“Of course you will.” Indigo listened to him 

go. 

The door to Dante’s living area opened with 

a reluctant creak, and the smell of wet pennies 
floated out on a draft. Indigo waited until 

Cornelius was gone before palming his HK. He’d 
trained on the Sig Sauer because that’s what Dante 
had preferred, but after going out on his own, 
Indigo chose the Heckler & Koch. He couldn’t say 
why, really. Maybe it was his way of breaking out 
of Dante’s shadow. Either way, the old man had 
given him hell for it. 

Indigo pulled out a flashlight from inside his 
duster and flicked it on, scanned the floor, the 
door. There weren’t any bullet holes, but there was 
blood. Brownish black, like something rotten. It 


was streaked over the doorknob and the jamb. 


He pushed the door the rest of the way open 

with the toe of his boot. It stopped about halfway. 
He shone the flashlight around the back and saw 
fingers, eye sockets, a mass of hair. Heavy black 
stitches ran down shriveled limbs, the neck, the 
chest. It was sloppy work at best, but a skin suit 
didn’t need to be well made for the Demonic to 
exist on this plane. As long as it was strong enough 
to hold them together, they could walk around in it. 
At least Indigo knew he was dealing with a 

grunt instead of a higher-level Demon. They only 
wore the best. Seams so tight they were almost 
invisible. It wasn’t because they had to worry 
about people seeing them. It was because they 
were vain. If there was any one truth, it was that 
human beings only saw what they wanted to. 
Things they didn’t understand—things they didn’t 
want to believe in—simply didn’t exist. Even 

when Demons walked around with busted stitches 


dripping out all their insides. 


Most of the face on the skin suit was shredded 
from a head shot. Powder burns blistered the 
forehead, messing up any chance at reading the tag 
—the name—of the higher Demon who had 
summoned it. 

There were no other skins close. More than 

likely the fucker had drawn the short straw to be 
bullet fodder. 

Only those who could see could kill the 

Demonic. Being able to break through their 
illusions, to see past their deceit weakened their 
ties to Hell and punched holes in their protective 
powers. Out here they were vulnerable to Palet, all 
of whom had been gifted—or cursed—to see past 
their veil of deceit. 

Spears, swords, knives, AK-47s, fuck, even a 
hairpin could be turned into a holy weapon when 
in the hands of a Palet. The Sight allowed Palet to 
defend the mortal world, but it also damned them 


to watch it fall victim to its own gluttony and 


pride. Indigo cast his light around the room, 
finding overturned shelves, piles of books, a 
recliner lying on its side. Somehow the melee had 
spared the chessboard perched on a spindly-legged 
table. Streaks of crimson on the floor drew his eye 
to a large wooden altar Dante had favored as an 
all-purpose utility table. How many times had 
Indigo sat there as a wet-behind-the-ears whelp 
listening to Dante talk about the Holy War while 
they shared a sandwich? Too many times to count. 
On the floor a pair of well-worn boots jutted 

out from the end of the altar. 

Indigo circled around and found Dante lying 

on his back, eyes wide, like dying had caught him 
by surprise. Chest cracked open and all his insides 
shoved out like a discharged party favor, limbs 
twisted until the skin and muscle had spiraled and 
split. It was a gruesome and terrible way to die, 
but Indigo had seen it all before. Failed 


possessions were never pretty. 


Lucky for mankind very few Demons were 
actually strong enough to possess a living person 
without an incantation and a conduit. Those who 
did succeed didn’t get to stay very long. Once a 
human soul left a corporeal body, the body died, 
which meant after a while it would rot. Rotting 
corpses had a tendency to spring leaks. 

Indigo ran the light over the length of Dante’s 
body. There were wounds on his shoulders and 
arms as if he’d been overpowered and held down 
for possession. It would have taken a lot more than 
one Demon to kill the man. Even then it didn’t 
seem possible. Dante was too good, too fast, too 
smart. 

If there had been more than three, it qualified 

as a horde, and whichever Demonic general had 
summoned them was responsible. 

Congealing blood sucked at the soles of 

Indigo’s boots as he circled the body. He shoved 


his duster back and out of the way as he knelt 


down. At first he thought it was a play of the light, 
but on closer inspection he realized the 
discoloration to Dante’s fingers were burns. Black 
at the ends, pink and blistered near his knuckles. 
He’d either touched something hot or really, really 
cold. He must have recently worked an Angelic 
incantation. Holy fire burns were a common 
aftereffect. But what were his reasons? 

Indigo pushed up Dante’s lips and found his 

gums raw, bruised, and all his teeth missing. The 
theft wasn’t symbolic, just economical. To a 
Demon, teeth were like diamonds. They needed 
them if they were going to look human. 

“Fuck, my man. What the hell happened?” 

Indigo put a hand on Dante’s weathered cheek. 
He’d aged a lot since the last time Indigo saw him, 
and he wore worry and concern in the form of 
deep valleys over his gray eyebrows. The last bit 
of black in his hair had gone silver shortly after 


Indigo had been taken into Dante’s home as a boy. 


The lack of color had always made him look much 
older than he was. 

It just didn’t seem possible. Dante was dead. 

The closest person Indigo had ever had to a parent, 
one of the few people Indigo had ever let himself 
get close to, was gone. Even though it wasn’t 
logical, he felt responsible. The old man had 
always watched out for him, for all of them, and 
here he’d died alone. 

Indigo closed Dante’s eyes and pressed a kiss 

to his forehead. At least he was at peace now. No 
more looking over his shoulder, no more sleepless 
nights. One day it would be Indigo’s turn. It was a 
moment he looked forward to and feared all in the 
same breath. 

Indigo stood up and scanned for Dante’s guns. 

He found them kicked off to the side next to the 
wall. An autoinjector lay under the edge of the 
woodstove. Instead of epinephrine to combat 


anaphylactic shock, the autoinjector stored a highly 


concentrated 

cocktail 

of 

synthetic 

adrenaline/methelyne referred to as juice. Demons 
were naturally faster and stronger than humans. 
The juice gave Palet a temporary boost, 
heightening reflexes and muscle strength while 
dulling their pain receptors and upping their 
aggression. 

Before the Covenant they had all carried 

them, but now the use was frowned on by the 
Church. The very people who had originally 
developed the injections had banned their 
production at the beginning of the Covenant. Dante 
had backward engineered the formula and then 
improved it. Now there was less of a chance for 
the user to blow out a part of his heart or suffer an 
aneurysm, a risk that was especially high when 


administering back-to-back doses. Dante had 


taught Indigo how to make juice years ago so they 
both could keep a stockpile. 

Indigo picked up the autoinjector. It hadn’t 

been discharged. Not being able to dose might 
explain how they’d taken him down. 

He slipped the injector into the inside pocket 

of his duster, adding to the four he already carried. 
A spare was always handy. He turned to walk out 
and stopped. 

On the floor near the recliner was Indigo’s 

symbol written in Angelic script, glowing pale 

blue against the aged hardwood. As Palet, each 
were given a Sign, a kind of signature to declare 
who they pleaded allegiance to or who pledged to 
them. 

Indigo’s work with the Church had begun long 
before the Covenant, so he carried multiple 
symbols representing beings sworn to help Palet in 
their fight against the Demonic. 


He’d also been the last Palet to ever be given 


a Guardian. Ariel’s true name was burned into his 
hands and over his heart. Not just a pledge of 
allegiance, but the surrender of power. The 
practice had once been widespread, but like 
everything else that gave Palet a fighting chance, it 
had been banned. 

Although if he had his choice, Indigo would 

have long ago erased Ariel’s name off his body. 
Getting the Angel out of his heart was a different 
matter. 

The symbol etched into the floor pulsed 

brighter as Indigo approached. It recognized him. 
In the old days symbols had been used to leave 
messages or mark direction. Since the birth of the 
digital age their use had all but dwindled to 
protecting valuables. With Dante gone, Indigo was 
now the only key who could free whatever had 
been hidden under the floor. Using his symbol also 
meant no one else would be able to see the hiding 


spot but him. Like the causeways between the 


mortal and immortal realm, the symbol would bend 
space-time, making whatever it had been 
summoned to contain untouchable. 

Indigo stepped over a mound of books. Glass 
crunched under his boots, and papers crinkled with 
every step. He knelt and ran a hand over the plank 
boards. There were two faint notches in the edge 
of one of the blackened slats. Indigo holstered his 
gun and pulled out the bowie knife he kept in a leg 
sheath. The tip slid between the cracks without 
resistance, and the edge popped up. He curled his 
fingers under it and worked the board the rest of 
the way off. 

The flashlight beam revealed a spiral-bound 
appointment book. Indigo took it out. Colored 
sticky notes marked pages with a series of letters 
and numbers. Some were faded, others darker like 
they were new. He thumbed through, seeing lots of 
frantic writing, a few names he recognized, more 


he didn’t. Entries written in some sort of strange 


language he couldn’t understand. There were 
names between the odd characters that looked like 
a cross between Sanskrit and mathematical 
formulas. A paper napkin fluttered out and landed 
near his boot. As he started to pick it up, a cold, 
prickly feeling danced across his skin. Indigo 
scanned the shadows. Nothing moved, nothing 
breathed, but he could feel the Demonic presence 
hanging in the air like a bad smell. 

A trickle of dust sprinkled onto the rim of his 

hat, sending dust motes to dance in front of his 
flashlight. The ceiling was a good thirty feet up. A 
near-impossible distance for anything human, but a 
hop skip for anything Demonic. 

Since Cornelius had already been here, 

Indigo hadn’t bothered to search the place. It was a 
stupid mistake. Dante would have had his ass for 
being so careless—or trusting. 

Indigo reached down like he was going for 


the folded piece of paper, laid the book on the 


floor, and slipped a hand under his coat for an 
autoinjector. He pressed the blunt end against his 
leg, and the small tick as it discharged might as 
well have been a shotgun blast in the strained 
silence. 

A heavy weight slammed against his back, 
shoving the air out of Indigo’s chest. Black roses 
burst in front of his eyes, and he tried to breath 
around the forest fire in his lungs. 

Indigo’s knees crashed against the floor, and 

he rolled, trying to dislodge the weight and go for 
his gun simultaneously. The adrenaline burn shot 
up his thigh muscles and hit his chest. For a second 
the room blurred and his brain numbed. Indigo 
didn’t remember pulling the HK, but it was in his 
hand. A fist connected with his ribs, another with 
the side of his head. He felt it, but instead of pain, 
rage filled him. 

Fucking Demons. Were these the same grunts 


that'd killed Dante? Indigo was willing to bet they 


were. He slung his elbow back, and it connected 
with the Demon’s face. A spray of thick brown 
blood slapped him on the cheek. A second blow 
earned him a scream, but it still wouldn’t let go. A 
hand wrapped up in his long braid, and he caught 
the gleam of something shiny in his periphery. 

This was gonna play hell with his hearing, but 

it was either that or get stabbed. Indigo jammed the 
gun muzzle over his shoulder and squeezed off two 
shots. He rolled away while his newfound friend 
break-danced across the floor and tried to hold its 
face together so it wouldn’t leak out of the 
obliterated skin suit. Its mouth moved, flashing a 
black void and toothless gums, but the only thing 
Indigo could hear was the high-pitched buzz left 
behind in his ear. He fired again, taking out its 
chest, opening it wide. Ooze and maggot-like 
larvae spilled onto the floor in a wash of sticky 
gore. 


Exposed to the air, the wigglers began to 


smoke and dissolve. There was no time to gloat. 
Another Demon headed toward the exit. Indigo 
plugged a bullet in the wall near its head, sending 

a spray of wood splinters and stone shrapnel into 
the air. It dived into the corner, screeching. 

“Show me.” The incantations under Indigo’s 

skin burned as it delivered the command. In 
response the grunt’s tag flashed across its forehead 
in a wave of crimson and black. Eami, one of the 
most powerful Demons in Atlanta. “Why are you 
here?” He stepped closer and waited for an 

answer. Either the SOB was giving him the silent 
treatment or the shot next to his ear had done more 
damage than he wanted to think about. 

He raised his gun. “Answer me or you'll be 

having tea with your fuck buddy back there.” 
Shadows made it difficult to see much detail, but 
the skin it wore had once belonged to a woman. 
The hair was matted, the clothes thin and full of 


holes. Its skin suit had been sewn together with 


thick black thread through patches of mismatched 
Skin. Like old hand-me-downs dug out of the 
garbage. 

Indigo had just about decided it was either 

not going to talk or he was too deaf to hear, when 
it made a hissing gurgle that might have been a 
word. Its sagging lips moved, flashing nothing 
beyond its rotting gums. 

“A name.” He was so close now any shot 

would take out enough skin to send it back. 
Another sound and this time Indigo realized it 
wasn’t a name, it wasn’t even a word. The Demon 
was laughing. 

“Yeah well, fuck you too.” The bullet blazed 

a hole right through the center of its forehead. The 
impact knocked the Demon back against the wall, 
and a wash of old blood and larvae splattered on 
the stone. Its legs kicked and its arms flailed. A 
second shot in the chest took out its center. It quit 


moving. 


Indigo lowered his gun but didn’t put it away. 

The adrenaline coursing through his body fueled 
the ringing in his ear with the thunder of his pulse. 
He went back and picked up the appointment book 
and the napkin. Indigo was about to cram it back 
between the pages when a word scratched across 
the napkin’s surface caught his attention. 
Nephilim. 

Chapter Two 

The Four Horsemen was crowded tonight. It 

was Friday, and ladies’ night was always 

crowded. 

Neko sat in a booth and watched the mass of 
churning bodies through the one-way glass wall. 
The people below moved on waves of strobe 
lights. Music pulsed from the five-foot speakers 
mounted to the walls. High above the crowd in the 
VIP area the worst of the noise was muffled. 

A warm body slid in next to Neko, and an arm 


draped across his shoulders. 


“You dancing tonight?” Jake’s dark brown 

eyes were ringed with ten layers of eye liner. At 
least he’d ditched the atrocious wig he wore 
during his act. Neko pecked him on the cheek, and 
their hands found one another under the table. 
“Nope. No stage time for me tonight.” 

A wicked little smile stretched across Jake’s 

full lips. “Really?” 

Neko rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t mean I’m not 
working.” If given a choice, Neko preferred the 
stage. The private guests were always far worse 
than the drunken women and men playing all 
grabby grabby. At least tonight he was scheduled 
to do a set and would have lots of one-way glass 
to separate him from the patrons. 

Jake sighed. “Damn.” 

“Why, you have something planned?” 

“Naw, was kind of hoping you’d go with me 

to see a movie.” 


“A movie?” 


Jake laughed. “Yeah, a movie. You remember 
those, don’t you?” 

It had been years since he’d seen one. But 

yeah, Neko remembered them. Nowadays he never 
had time. Of course Eami didn’t like letting him 
out of the club or out of his sight. Even in the dark 
Neko knew the man watched him. Night-vision 
Cameras were mounted in every corner and on 
every wall. The floor was full of bodyguards to 
beat back any of the patrons who got too close or 
too friendly. 

Neko’s high-rise apartment was the only 

place he could ever find privacy, and Jake was 
just about the only one who could be trusted to 
touch him without inciting a rush of monkey-suited 
assholes. Jake knew the rules, and his pay was a 
direct reflection of following those rules. He 
wasn’t about to do something stupid like bite the 
hand that fed him. Although Neko wished 


sometimes he would. 


Tall, well built, dark hair, and dark eyes, 

Jake was everything Neko could want. Like the 
other guy read his mind, he pulled his gaze from 
the dance floor. Dressed in leathers and an open 
shirt, there wasn’t much left for Neko’s 
imagination. Not that he needed to imagine much. 
He’d seen enough of Jake’s bare ass on the stage to 
know what the guy had to offer. 

“Neko?” 

The lump in Neko’s throat made it difficult to 
Swallow. “Yeah?” 

“You're looking at me like that again.” 

“I know.” 

Jake leaned closer. His mint-flavored exhale 
brushed Neko’s lips. “You know what that does to 
me, don’t you?” 

What it did to him? Made him burn? Made 

him ache? Made him hard? Neko laughed. Jake had 
no idea what any of those things meant. At least he 


could have sex. Was allowed to have sex. 


Surrounded by the act and drowning in beautiful 
bodies every night left Neko feeling like a dying 
man inches away from the thirst-quenching waters 
that could breathe him back to life. 

Jake’s hand slid up Neko’s cheek, and his 

thumb brushed Neko’s lips. He said, “Kiss me.” 
“Why?” 

“Don’t ask why. Just kiss me.” 

Jake's lips felt like velvet, and his tongue 

tasted like honey. He moaned, and the sound 
echoed through Neko’s skull, chest, and hit him in 
the nuts like lightning. Fingers snaked a warm path 
up Neko’s thigh and stopped at the juncture of his 
hip. He rocked, encouraging Jake to move his 
touch higher. Neko tried not to be disappointed 
when he didn’t. 

Jake pulled his mouth away, and his breath 
shuddered out. “God, Neko.” 

“Don't stop.” 


“| have to.” 


“Please don’t.” 

“It’s not that | want to.” Jake tilted his head, 

and Neko followed his gaze. One of the 
bodyguards had moved closer. His beady black 
eyes narrowed above his crooked nose. 

Neko groaned and sat back, pressing his palm 
against his erection. Maybe getting Jake to kiss him 
was a bad idea. “I fucking hate this.” 

“No, you don’t. You’re Eami’s golden boy. 

Don’t make that face. You know I’m right. You 
have everything anyone could ever want. A car, a 
fancy place to live. Not to mention lots and lots of 
money. Just think, you'll be able to retire by the 
time you’re twenty-five. Then you can get laid as 
much as you want. Till then you jerk off a few 
times a day for a bunch of perverts who pay a 
grand each for the privilege of watching you shoot 
your load.” 

“You're an asshole, do you know that?” 


“Hey, look me in the eye and tell me I’m 


wrong.” 

Neko still wasn’t so sure guaranteed luxury 

living and a young retirement was worth the 
suffering. But Jake was right: if hanging on to his 
virginity for a few more years meant a cushy life, 
what did it hurt? 

Jake waved a hand at one of the waitresses. If 
they’d been out in the main part of the club and not 
the VIP area, she probably would have never seen 
them. 

“Two beers, and two White Russians,” Jake 

said. She scribbled down the order and 
disappeared in the direction of the bar. 

“You know I can’t have anything stronger than 

a beer.” Another one of Eami’s fucked-up rules. 
“The White Russians are for me.” 

“Both?” 

“After that kiss, | need more than the two 

shots and a beer, but | don’t want to trip and fall 


when I’m due back onstage.” 


Outside the wall of glass the lights over the 
dance floor went from red and orange to blue and 
silver. The crowd was so thick between the 
private area and the stage, Neko could barely see 
Kale’s mostly nude form gyrating a few inches 
from a sea of screaming patrons. 

Ladies’ night. It definitely had to be the worst 
day to be out there. 

When the waitress returned with their drinks, 
Jake knocked the neck of his bottle against Neko’s 
and said, “Cheers.” 

“What for?” 

He shrugged while he took a swig. “I don’t 

know. A toast to wealthy men with fat wallets?” 
Neko’s eyebrows went up. 

“What?” 

“You creep me out sometimes.” 

“How so?” 

“I was just thinking how weird it was for 


people to be willing to pay money to watch me.” 


Jake laughed. “One day you'll look back on 

all this and be grateful.” 

Neko paused midsip. “Why do you say that?” 
“Because me and you won't ever have to 

work again, and we'll have each other until we’re 
old and gray.” 

“You mean it?” 

“Yeah.” 

Jake drained one of his mixed drinks in just a 

few swallows. Now his exhale tasted like coffee 
and cream. 

“You sure you’re not going to fall in love 

with someone else while waiting on me to earn my 
freedom?” Neko meant to sound sarcastic, but it 
came out desperate. 

Jake nudged him. “Neko, just because | can’t 
fuck you doesn’t mean | don’t love you.” 

Neko laughed. 

“What?” 


He shrugged. “This whole arrangement. It’s 


one big ironic mess.” Jake a whore, Neko not 
allowed to be touched. Eami always was a strange 
one. 

“Don’t think about it, okay? Just live life one 

day at a time. Pretty soon all this will be behind 
us.” Jake kissed him on the cheek. “You hear me?” 
“Yeah.” 

“I think you’re being summoned.” Jake picked 

up his beer and used it to point. Neko looked. 
Eami stood at the other end of the VIP room, his 
dark blue suit flawless, his white shirt crisp, and 
diamond cuff links gleamed at the edges of the 
jacket sleeves. 

Eami’s eyes were as black as his hair. The 

sharp angles of his face and his lightly tanned skin 
suggested an Asian background, but his height and 
build was European. As good-looking as the man 
was and as much as Neko owed him, he could 
never quite kick the strange “creepy-crawly” 


sensation curling in his gut every time he looked at 


Eami. It wasn’t as if the guy had ever tried 
anything. In all the years Neko had known him, 
he’d never seen Eami try anything with anyone. 
“Hey.” 

Neko turned back to Jake. “Yeah?” 

“You okay?” 

“Fine, why?” 

“You're shaking.” 

Neko curled his hand and put it in his lap. 

“I’m okay.” 

“Did you take your meds?” 

He always took them. Otherwise Neko would 
see horrible things, terrible visions. “Sure. Two 
hours ago, when | ate.” Jake watched him with a 
worried expression. “I’m fine, Jake, | swear. It’s 
just...” What? Neko couldn’t say for sure, and the 
more he tried to figure out what it could be, the 
vaguer the sensation became. 

Eami cleared his throat. 


Neko rolled his eyes. “Guess that’s my cue, 


huh?” Neko took a few more swallows of beer and 
started to slide out of the booth. Jake caught his 
arm and pulled him back. Their mouths met, and 
their tongues swiped together. The ache returned to 
Neko’s crotch, and he whined when Jake pulled 
away. “Damn you.” 

“Hey, just think of it as getting you prepped.” 
Prepped? Hell, Neko was about ready to 

come in his pants. He sucked the liqueur from his 
lips and took solace in the flush of Jake’s cheeks 
and how his eyes widened. It was Neko’s turn to 
grin. He walked across the room, and two of the 
human brick walls fell in behind him. When he 
joined Eami on the landing, the man gave him a 
small, tight smile. 

“Do | need to have a word with Jake?” 

Neko tossed a look back. “No, sir. He 

doesn’t...” Touch me . And God, Neko wanted 
Jake to touch him. 


Eami’s arm came up, herding Neko in the 


direction of the closed stage room, but never 
getting close enough to make contact. As much as 
Neko longed to have Jake close to him, being near 
Eami nauseated him. He wasn’t sure what would 
happen if the man actually ever put a hand on him. 
It didn’t seem right to feel that way considering 
how Eami had raised him since the day his mother 
left him squalling on the man’s doorstep. 

“I trust you're well,” Eami said. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“You look pale. Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I’m fine.” 

“Jake seemed concerned about you.” 

“It’s nothing.” The way the man watched 

Neko made him squirm. 

“I have concerns for your well-being.” 

Neko nodded. “I’m fine. | promise. I’m not 

sick or anything.” 

“Good.” Eami held the door, and Neko 


walked through. When Eami fell in beside Neko, 


he said, “Your birthday is tomorrow. Have you 
thought about what you want? A new car? Maybe a 
boat for the lake? I’d buy you a motorcycle, but | 
worry about your safety.” 

No, Eami worried about him getting scarred 

up. None of the men working for Eami were 
allowed to partake in activities that could leave 
permanent marks on their skin. That included 
everything from dangerous recreational activities 
to piercings, tattoos, even using a tanning bed. 
Another weird quirk the man had. 

If the whole “no scars” policy wasn’t bizarre 
enough, they all saw the dentist four times a year. 
The five-digit yearly bonus for keeping their teeth 
in perfect form was worth the lack of candy. 

Neko asked, “Am | going to get to have cake 

and ice cream?” He meant it as a joke, but the 
serious look on Eami’s face made him stop 
halfway down the hall. 


Eami turned, and Neko could have sworn he 


Saw something move behind the man’s dark eyes. 
“Is that what you want? Cake and ice cream?” 
How many birthdays had Neko spent with 

Eami, and how many ever had anything but 
preservative-, gluten-, and sugar-free food? Damn, 
the last time Neko tasted real chocolate, he must 
have been five. One of the housekeepers made the 
mistake of slipping him a piece of candy. It cost 
the woman her job. 

“You're serious.” 

“It’s not every day you turn twenty-one.” 

“You never let me have cake.” 

Eami shrugged, and the movement was so 
fluid—unnatural—it gave Neko pause. 

“Perhaps I’m getting soft in my old age.” 

Eami smiled, flashing perfect white teeth. 

Neko stayed rooted to the spot while Eami 

walked on ahead. 

“Are you saying | can really have anything | 


want?” 


The man stopped but didn’t turn around. 
“Perhaps.” 

There was so much promise in that one word, 

so many possibilities. “What if | didn’t want to be 
the main attraction anymore? What if | wanted to 
work the floor with everyone else?” Meaning, 
what if he didn’t want to continue living in his 
bubble of protection and got to go out, date, get 
drunk, and have sex like the other people who 
worked here? 

Neko was prepared for a heated scowl when 
Eami turned around, but what he got was a small 
curl of his very thin lips. “You don’t like being 
center stage, Nekoda?” 

Eami was the only one who insisted on 

calling Neko by his full name. Even the staff had 
given in to the nickname after years of pleading. 
Nekoda just sounded so...old. 

“Are you going to kick me out of my condo if 


| say no?” 


Now Eami wore a hurt expression. It didn’t 
look right. The way he smiled didn’t look right 
either. “Now why would I do that?” 

“Because if you can’t charge top-price tickets 
for the freak show anymore, then what good am | to 
you?” 

One of Eami’s perfect eyebrows went up. “Is 
that what you think? That you’re nothing but a 
show?” 

Neko tried to hold the man’s gaze, but it was 
just too painful. “Maybe. | don’t know.” 

Eami put his hand over his heart. “Nekoda, 
you're family. Practically my son. | would never 
abandon you, could never abandon you.” 

The sincerity in the man’s voice left a cold 

chill under Neko’s skin. He told himself to quit 
being stupid. “Well, will you?” 

“Will | what?” 

He sighed. It shouldn’t have surprised him the 


man was going to make him say it. Okay, maybe 


Eami wasn’t that far removed from the patrons 
who paid to watch Neko when he was center stage. 
“Will you let me have a normal life, go out, date, 
have sex?” 

Eami stepped closer. It took everything for 

Neko not to back away. “With one condition.” 

If Eami said it was him Neko had to do the 

deed with, Neko vowed just never to do it. “Yeah? 
What condition?” 

“You do it as a show.” 

“You want me to lose my virginity in front of 

a room full of customers?” Didn’t he see this story 
line in a triple X movie recently? 

Another step. Eami’s smile turned into a full- 
fledged grin. It looked painful. “Yes.” 

“Okay, but | have a condition of my own.” 

Eami’s expression seemed to freeze in place, 
giving him an artificial appearance. Had the man 
always looked this way? “And what is your one 


condition, my dear boy?” 


“I want to pick who it’s with.” Neko caught 

sight of a thin line running from under the collar of 
Eami’s shirt, all the way to his temple. It looked 
like a scar. He’d never noticed it before. He stared 
so hard at it he almost missed what Eami said. 
“Agreed.” 

“What?” 

Eami turned and walked up the hall. Neko 
followed. 

“I said l'Il agree to your terms.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, really.” 

“This isn’t a joke?” 

Eami stopped by the dressing room and held 

the door open. “My dear Nekoda, you should know 
by now. I never joke.” 

Neko was pretty sure he was grinning like a 
fucking idiot, but he didn’t care. He headed into 
the dressing room and pulled off his shirt. Eami 


still stood at the door. His dark, dark eyes held no 


lust, no desire. He stared at Neko the same way 
someone would observe a priceless object or rare 
piece of art. Neko couldn’t help but think how 
strange he looked. Like something not living. 

The chill returned, and Neko’s teeth 

chattered. “Uh, | need to get dressed so | can...you 
know.” 

“Do you have someone in mind?” 

“What?” 

“For your birthday. Do you know who it is 

you want to be with?” 

“Oh, yeah sure.” 

“A name?” 

Neko opened his mouth, then closed it. The 

cold coursing through his muscles solidified into 
fear. He didn’t want to tell Eami. In fact he was 
seriously thinking about calling the whole thing off. 
Then it was as if the name was yanked from the tip 
of his tongue. “Jake.” 


“Jake Harrison. You want it to be him?” 


Neko nodded. “Yeah, | want it to be him.” 

“Of all the people you could choose, 

Nekoda.” Eami stepped back and shut the door. 
Neko eased out a breath and resumed 

stripping off his street wear. While fighting his 
way into the white suede pants, he dialed Jake’s 
number on his cell phone. It rang. There was no 
way Jake didn’t have it on him. The guy would 
have danced onstage with it attached to his hip if 
he thought he could get away with it. Maybe that’s 
where he was now. Jake had said something about 
having to go back onstage. 

When it dumped him to voice mail, Neko 

dialed again. The second time he didn’t hang up 
after the beep. “Hey, it’s me. You’re not going to 
believe this, but Eami decided | can have anything 
| want for my birthday. | told him | wanted you, 
and he didn’t say no. Of course there’s a catch, so 
call me and l'Il fill you in.” 


Neko hung up the phone and tried to push 


aside the uneasiness welling in his gut. While he’d 
never particularly cared to get too close to Eami, 
this was the first time Neko had ever backed up 
when he was nearby. The first time he’d ever felt 
afraid of Eami. And where did he get the scar? The 
man was the epitome of vanity. Maybe it was from 
a visit with his plastic surgeon? 

God, he hoped these feeling weren’t because 

of his meds. He’d been stable for the last fifteen 
years. It had taken a lot of trial and error, but Doc 
Crawford finally got the dose just right so the 
voices, the visions had stopped. Neko told himself 
not to think about it right now. He didn’t have time 
to think about it. 

Neko glanced at the clock. He had five 

minutes. If he was late, Eami was apt to renege on 
his promise. At least his getup didn’t require 
shoes. Bending over and tying them would have 
split the seam in the ass of the suede pants. Neko 


grabbed his signature wings and was still adjusting 


the straps as he ran down the hall. 

Lisa, one of the prop workers, met him at the 

door to stage three. 

She grabbed his ear and gave it a twist. 

“You're late!” 

“lam not.” He slapped her hands away. 

“Here, do something useful. Help me with this 
shit.” 

She turned him around and began yanking on 

the straps. “You know you need to be here at least 
five minutes before. Otherwise | don’t have time to 
cue the music or the lights.” 

“I was talking to—” Neko barked out a cry 

when the strap pinched the skin in his armpit. 
“Jesus, are you trying to flay me?” 

“Shut up. It’s your fault. You’re the one 

who's late.” 

“I was talking to Eami.” 

Lisa’s manhandling paused for a moment 


before resuming with fewer hard jerks and pulls. 


“Okay, fine. | forgive you this time, but that doesn’t 
mean you get a free pass for the future.” She turned 
him back around, fluffed the long feathers of the 
wings, and then ran her hands through his black 
hair. 

Neko pushed back his bangs as they fell in his 
eyes. “Stop it.” 

She ruffled his hair again. “It looks better this 

way. More sultry.” 

“Yeah, well, | can’t see when my hair’s 

hanging in my eyes.” 

“Only thing you need to see is the bed.” She 

spun him toward the door and slapped him on the 
ass. Damn it, he was going to be lucky to not have 
a handprint on his butt cheek from that. 

Like the other four stages in the VIP section, 

stage three wasn’t really a stage at all. A large bed 
with red satin sheets and a few pillows to hide 
props dominated the center of a hotel-style room. 


Neko always performed on red satin. Like the 


wings, like the white leather pants, it was 
practically his trademark. 

From the speakers on the back wall, “Closer” 

by Nine Inch Nails began to drift into the small 
confines. Niko glanced at the stretch of black 
curtain covering the glass. It would stay closed 
until he gave Lisa the okay. 

Neko went to the foot of the bed and turned 

his back to the window so the first thing the 
customers would see was his ass in white pants 
that looked painted on. Neko glanced up at the 
camera and nodded. The lights darkened, and the 
black lights came on. Next was a low mechanical 
hum of the curtains being opened. 

For a second or two he wondered who was 

out there behind the mirrored wall. One customer 
paying for a private show or a group of men? 
Would they fuck each other while they watched 
him? Or maybe it wasn’t men at all, but women. 


Neko knew just as many of them came to watch. 


But it didn’t matter who was out there. Neko 
danced for one man, even if Jake was there only 
inside his mind. 

He rolled his hips forward, moving with the 
steady beat of the music. 

Whoever it was behind the glass was no 

longer his concern. Tomorrow Neko would finally 
get to live his own fantasy. How long had he 
known Jake? Better yet, how long had Neko lusted 
after him? No, not lusted. What he felt for Jake 
was deeper and touched him in a way that went 
beyond the superficial. Neko loved Jake even 
though he wasn’t sure how or when it happened. 
Neko turned his head, giving the onlookers 

his profile. He made a slow revolution, came up 
on his toes and thrust his crotch to his audience. 
He’d never gotten the chance to finish lacing the 
ties on his pants, so it only took a couple of pulls 
before the strings were loose enough for him to 


slide his hand inside. The heated skin of his 


swollen cock pushed against his palm. 

What would it feel like for Jake to touch him 

like this? It didn’t seem like it could feel any 
different, because skin was skin, but Neko knew it 
would. He knew Jake’s touch would burn hot 
enough to leave welts. 

God, Jake. Just thinking about the guy went 

right to his dick. He slid his thumb along the glans, 
then to the tip. Wetness kissed his fingers. 

Neko moaned and leaned against the end of 

the bed. The straps on the wings bit into his skin, 
but he was too preoccupied to care. He dipped the 
first two fingers of his free hand into his mouth and 
made a show of sucking them down, nursing hard, 
till his cheeks hollowed and his chin was slick 

with saliva. 

Jake loved to watch Neko suck his fingers 

while he masturbated. The other guy couldn’t touch 
him, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t watch and 


enjoy. Neko always made sure Jake got a show 


whenever time gave them five minutes alone. 
Neko pulled his fingers out of his mouth and 
trailed them to his nipple, only when he pinched 
himself, it wasn’t his hand touching him. It was his 
fantasy-Jake. His body rippled with the sway of 
music, the sound feeling like warm flesh across his 
Skin, the rhythm a heartbeat against his back. 
Would Jake kiss him, or would Jake tease him by 
sucking up marks on his neck? Neko hoped Jake 
would tease and then kiss. 

Neko slid his pants lower. The leather was 
reluctant to let go; like sweat-soaked skin, it clung 
to his body. Naked except for the wings, Neko 
stood before his fantasy-Jake, who smiled at him, 
dark eyes dancing, full lips pulled into a know-it- 
all smirk. 

“What do you want, baby?” Even in his 
imagination Jake’s breath tasted like mints and 
coffee liqueur. 


Mt You. n” 


“But what do you want me to do to you?” 

Neko ran his fingers along Jake’s lips. Jake 
caught his hand and kissed his palm. Neko didn’t 
have to say out loud what he wanted—much like 
the real flesh-and-blood Jake, the fantasy version 
could read his mind. Strong hands yanked Neko 
closer, slipped around his ribs, and over the 
swell of his ass to his hips. In a move of 
choreographed perfection worthy of a five-star 
performance, Jake melted to his knees in front of 
Neko. He hissed when Jake kissed him, first on 
his hip, then on the head of his cock. Jake’s 
tongue followed, and wet warmth engulfed the 
weeping end of Neko’s dick. Jake hummed as he 
took Neko to the back of his throat. 

“God.” Neko tangled his hands in Jake’s 

hair and rocked. Dark eyes stared up at him with 
so much devotion, so much love. How could Neko 
have ever questioned what Jake felt for him? 


Jake pulled back and flicked out his tongue, 


teasing Neko’s slit. “Do you know who | think 
about when other men fuck me, Neko?” 

He did because Jake had told him in detail. 

It always left Neko hard, wanting, and desperate. 
“You. I think about you.” Jake stood up and 
brushed a kiss across Neko’s cheek. “I imagine 
it’s your cock I’m sucking, your dick in my ass. 
You, all you.” 

Neko didn’t resist when Jake pulled him 

over to the bed and pushed him back against the 
sheets. Jake undid his pants and slid them down 
his hips. He ran a hand down the length of his 
cock, which curved toward his stomach. 

“What do you want me to do to you?” Jake 

sald. 

Neko undulated against the bed and fondled 

his nuts before moving his hand back up to stroke 
himself. 

“Tell me.” Jake put one knee on the edge of 


the bed. 


“I want you inside me.” 

“Inside you?” 

“Yeah,” 

“You mean you want me to fuck you?” 

Did he? Neko nodded. Jake leaned in. He 

was still too far away for them to touch but close 
enough Neko could feel the heat of Jake’s body 
dance across his skin. 

Jake shook his head. “Fucking is for 

whores. | want to make love to you. Will you let 
me do that?” His fingers left a scorching trail 
across Neko’s chest. Jake pinched one nipple, 
then the other. Lower, his hand joined Neko’s in 
the stroking. “Neko?” 

“Yesss.” Neko thrust his hips into the tunnel 

of his fist. 

“Wait for me.” 

It took everything, but Neko forced himself to 
stop. 


“Good boy. Now spread yourself. Let me see 


you. Let me see all of you.” Jake moved to the 
foot of the bed. 

Neko bent his knees, arched his back, and 

lifted his ass in the air so nothing would be hidden. 
“Touch yourself.” 

“I'll come.” 

“No you won't. You can’t. Not yet. I’m not 

in you yet.” 

Neko threw a hand back and found the small 
bottle of lubricant stuffed under the pillow. There 
were various toys under there as well, but he 
wouldn’t need them. Not today. 

The oil was cold when it drizzled over his 

cock and ran rivulets down his nuts and to his 
crack. 

Jake slid two fingers from the soft spot 

behind Neko’s nuts to his hole and back up. 
“Please.” 

“Patience.” Jake laughed while he busied 


himself by using the lube he’d collected to slick 


up his dick. Neko watched him, mimicking his 
movements. Thumb teasing the slit and then 
sliding a hand down to his bare nuts. Like Jake, 
Neko kept himself shaved. Most of the workers 
did, and the ones who didn’t shave their pubic 
hairs kept them trimmed so short there wasn’t 
much difference. 

“Lower, Neko.” 

He obeyed, cupping his nuts before sliding 

down past his perineum to his tight hole. One 
finger, then two. 

Neko finger fucked himself while Jake 

watched. 

“That’s it. God, Neko.” Jake kissed Neko’s 

knee and then his thigh. “Can you take three?” 
Neko made a few more strokes before adding 

a third. The stretch, the burn, it made him cry out. 
Tears cut a path down Neko’s cheeks, and his hair 
clung to his face. 


Jake made him stop. “My turn.” 


Neko reached for Jake as he crawled up on 

the bed and settled between Neko’s knees. 

“Make love. Remember that, Neko.” Jake’s 

lips pressed hard against Neko’s mouth at the 
same time the head of his cock was pushed into 
Neko’s ass. Neko made a desperate and strangled 
sound as his body was invaded. Full, he felt so 
full. Jake wasted no time thrusting, pushing deep, 
taking him hard. 

Neko wrapped a hand around his cock and 
pumped. He wasn’t going to last, but it didn’t 
matter. He never came without his fantasy-Jake. 
The electric dance of pleasure raced up 

Neko’s legs, sucking the air out of his lungs. He 
shut his eyes and clenched his teeth as every 
muscle in his body pulled tight. The scream he let 
loose was loud even to Neko’s ears. Wet heat 
splashed over his fist. Neko kept pumping, riding 
the ache and wave of euphoria, while he milked 


himself for every last drop. 


Jake came. The pulse of his cock in Neko’s 
ass was followed by the warmth of his cum. 
The weight of the other man pressed against 
Neko’s body. Their breathing was ragged as they 
exchanged exhales. 
Jake kissed his cheek. “I love you, Neko.” 
And Neko whispered, “I love you too.” 

KKK 
Eami tugged on the sleeve of his jacket. The 
cut across the shoulder was still too tight. He’d 
have to send it back to the tailor for an adjustment. 
There was nothing worse than an ill-fitting 
Armani. 
He stepped up to the mirror, ran a hand over 
his shirt, and down the sides. Eami leaned forward 
to give his cheek an experimental push, and a gap 
appeared under his eye. Okay, there was one thing 
worse than an ill-fitted Armani. His other suit 
appeared to need some adjustments as well. 


He wondered if Nekoda had noticed and that 


was the reason the boy had paled. His behavior as 
a whole had become more standoffish than usual. 
How he’d watched Eami. How nervous he’d 
become if Eami moved too quickly. If Nekoda 
could sense him, his medications were falling 
Short again. In another time or place that might 
have been a problem, but after tomorrow Nekoda 
knowing the truth wouldn’t matter anymore. 
Eami followed a line of dark blue carpet to 

his office. As he approached, a series of letters 
and numbers carved into the doorjamb flared in 
response to his presence. To the mortal eye it 
simply looked like a bunch of fancy scrollwork, 
but to the Demonic it was a welcome into Eami’s 
domain as well as a promise of fury for those who 
did not respect his space. 

The room looked as ordinary as any luxury 
corporate office, but beyond the wall panel in the 
back was Eami’s personal corner of Hell, where 


the souls of those who had been lost to him 


writhed in eternal agony and the Demonic loyal to 
his call feasted on the pleasures those souls had to 
offer. 

Eami picked up the phone and dialed the front 
office. A female voice said, “Hello?” 

“Is Jake still out front?” 

“Uh, I’m not sure.” 

“Then | suggest you go check.” There was 
movement from the other end of the line. Eami 
didn’t know what to think of Nekoda’s choice of 
bed partners, but then humans rarely made much 
sense. Always acting on emotion and never with 
logic. Yet, it simplified everything, didn’t it? It 
solved so many of Eami’s problems. 

No one would miss Jake Harrison. If Neko 

had chosen some movie star or famous singer, they 
might have put a kink in Eami’s plan. Mortals 
tended to get upset when their idols went missing. 
The only people who knew Jake existed were 


those who worked in the Four Horsemen, and like 


other dancers before him, Jake’s absence could be 
explained by moving on. 

A breath was exhaled over the speaker; then 

the woman said, “Larry says he’s about to go 
onstage.” 

“Send him to my office.” 

“Now?” 

Eami was careful not to grind his teeth. He’d 
already ruined half a dozen molars. Replacing 
them was expensive. “Yes, now.” Eami dropped 
the phone back into the cradle. Questions. Humans 
asked too many fucking questions. 

A blackish mass rose up from the floor in the 
corner. Balam hovered closer, and Eami nodded, 
answering the unspoken question. “Yes, go get 
Rowne, tell him to ready the seal.” Unlike humans, 
Balam didn’t throw a million questions in his 
direction. He simply did as he was told, loyal dog 
that he was. 


Eami had just lit a cigar when a soft knock 


sounded at his door. “Come in.” 

The door opened, but Jake didn’t step inside. 

The boy looked positively pale. Or maybe it was 
the eyeliner. “You wanted to see me?” Fear 
pumped out of his body on waves of anxiety. 
Eami almost moaned. So sweet, so rich. 

Jake’s scent poured into him on a deep inhale, 
filling him with a pulsing heat and coiling like 
sexual satisfaction in the pit of his stomach. He 
smiled at Jake. “Why yes, I did. Come in, come 
in.” Eami beckoned him with a wave of his hand. 
Jake hesitated a moment more, his gaze 

flicking around the room. All humans sensed the 
Demonic, but they’d spent so many years burying 
those feelings, rationalizing them away, that they 
rarely paid attention to the silent warnings their 
primordial brains gave them. Even when Hell 
stood a few inches in front of their toes. 

The irony almost made Eami laugh. When it 


came to life choices, humans were never rational, 


but when they dealt with the unknown, it became 
their life preserver. 

Eami sighed. “I’m not angry with you, Jake. If 
anything | have a gift for you.” 

That seemed to reassure him. Jake stepped 
through the doorway. Eami wondered if the boy 
was aware of the grimace he made when the 
barrier broke over his skin. 

“Can | ask what this is about?” 

“Nekoda.” 

“I didn’t touch him. I—” 

Eami held up a hand. “I am aware of your 

loyalty and how you did not break the rules. That’s 
not why | asked you here.” He waved a hand at the 
chair in front of his desk. “Sit.” 

Jake did, perching himself on the very edge 

like any minute he was going to bolt. Eami wasn’t 
worried about him getting away. This was Eami’s 
Space. Once Jake stepped inside of his own free 


will, he belonged to Eami to do whatever he 


wanted with, for however long he wanted him to 
do it. 

“Nekoda’s birthday is tomorrow.” 

Jake nodded. Eami didn’t miss the tremor that 
raced over his shoulders, making his skin twitch. 
Such a nervous ninny. Whatever did Nekoda see in 
this man? Caramel-colored skin, dark brown hair, 
darker eyes. He was handsome by human 
standards, and yet there were men in the club who 
looked much better. Who were far more perfect. 
Eami said, “I told him he could have anything 

he wanted this year.” 

Jake froze. His gaze remained on the edge of 

the desk, but Eami could smell his hope, smell his 
desperation. Well, wasn’t this a surprise. Seemed 
Jake was as smitten with Nekoda as Nekoda was 
with him. 

“Do you know what he asked for?” 

Jake shook his head. 


“Of all the things, of all the possessions, 


Nekoda asked for you.” 

The boy’s face clenched. “I’m sorry. I'll talk 

to him. I=” 

“I told him yes.” 

Jake’s gaze came up. Then he looked over his 
Shoulder as if the punch line might be standing 
behind him. 

“I told him yes, Jake. You just have to be 

willing to have him for the first time onstage, then 
after that, you two can have all the private time you 
want together.” Not that there would be any left. 
“You're serious?” 

“Absolutely.” 

Jake almost smiled but seemed to catch 

himself. “I don’t know what to Say.” 

“How about thank you?” 

“Yeah, yes, sir, | mean, thank you.” He stood. 
“Wait.” 

The pale returned to Jake’s complexion along 


with the wariness in his eyes. Yeah, he knew, on 


some deep-seated level Jake knew where he was 
and what he was standing in front of. Only his 
mind being what it was—narrow, simple, and 
untouched—just couldn’t see the forest for the 
trees. 

Eami motioned to the chair again, and Jake 

sat. “I need to give you something first.” 

“Uh, | don’t need anything, really.” 

“| insist.” Eami stood and moved to the edge 

of the desk. “Strip for me.” 

Jake’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?” 

“You heard me. Take off your clothes. | want 

to look at the man who’s going to have my Nekoda 
for the first time.” 

“I thought you needed to give me something.” 
“Ido, but | can’t with your clothes in the way. 

Now please. Strip.” 

Jake’s hands shook when he gripped the arms 

of the chair and pushed himself up. He unfastened 


the first button on his shirt, the second. Eami rolled 


his eyes, grabbed the edges, and ripped it open. 
Pearl-white buttons pinged off his desk to land on 
the cushion of dark blue carpet. 

“Shirt, Jake.” 

Jake took it off and folded it up. His hand 

went to his pants. He froze. Eami reached out and 
ran his fingers in a line from Jake’s shoulder to his 
navel. So smooth, so flawless. He’d get a very 
nice price for skin this perfect. 

Jake turned his head, his dark eyes filled with 
tears. He still couldn’t see Eami for what he was, 
but from the well of his subconscious, he knew. 
Jake swallowed so hard his throat clicked. 

“What are you going to do to me?” 

“Nothing.” Eami motioned to Jake’s leather 

pants. “Off.” 

“I think I'd like to leave.” 

“I think I’d like you to stay. Take off your 

pants. Trust me. You do not want me to remove 


them for you.” 


Jake fumbled with the ties and slid the 

leathers down his hips. 

Ah yes, lovely, just lovely. Eami ran a finger 
over the man’s thigh. Absolutely perfect. Giving 
the bonuses to keep his boys from engaging in 
dangerous activities was paying off. 

Jake stepped away, hands over his cock. 

Now, wasn’t this precious? He’d stick his cock in 
a stranger’s ass, but he wouldn’t let the man who 
paid him see it. 

“Move your hands.” Eami was surprised 

when Jake complied. 

A sob burst out of him, followed by tears. 

“Why are you crying?” Eami said. 

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

“There has to be a reason.” Eami laughed. 

“Tell me. Think, and tell me.” 

His lip trembled. “I’m scared.” 

“And why are you scared, Jake? What is 


making you afraid? A little voice in the back of 


your head, a weight in your stomach, a creepy- 
crawly feeling on your skin?” Eami wiggled his 
fingers for effect. It worked, because Jake took a 
step back. “Well?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yes to what?” 

“Yes to all of it, the feelings, the voice, the 
creepy.” He slapped at the tears on his cheeks, 
then stared at his hands like he didn’t know what to 
do with them. 

“I’m not going to hurt you, Jake. | meant that.” 
“What about Neko?” 

The fear in his voice gave Eami pause. Jake 
sounded more scared for Nekoda than he did for 
himself. “I most certainly am not going to hurt 
Nekoda. He is truly special. Very unique.” 

The wood-panel door on the other side of the 
room slid open, and Rowne stepped through. 
Suited up in the form of a petite Japanese woman, 


he looked absolutely splendid dressed in red silk 


robes. Jake took one look at Rowne and scurried 
back a few steps. He glanced at the door, but he 
didn’t run for it. 

“You can’t leave,” Eami said. “Not now. But 

you knew that, didn’t you? You felt it when you 
took your first step in here.” Rowne walked up and 
held out the box he carried. 

“What’s that?” 

Ah, humans and their questions. Even half an 
inch from pissing himself, Jake couldn’t control his 
curiosity. Endearing in a way. “It’s called a seal. 
Do you know what a Seal is?” Eami opened the 
box and took out the round brass disk. It was 
heavier than he remembered, and warm. It was 
always warm. 

“A way to hold something closed?” 

“That’s one use. But this seal is more of a 
signature. Think of it as a way of showing 
ownership.” He held it out. “Would you like to see 


it?” 


Jake took one step closer, then shook his head 
and pulled away. He looked at the door again. 

“If you run, it will only hurt.” 

The look on Jake’s face said he believed 

every word Eami said. 

Good, maybe this wouldn’t be as difficult as 

he feared. He stood up and held out his hand. “Go 
on, take it. | won’t bite you.” 

Jake did, and Eami pulled him closer and 

guided him back toward the center of the room. 
“As | was saying, Nekoda is very special. 

And after his birthday he will be even more 
special.” 

“You said you weren’t going to hurt him.” 

“I’m not. | wouldn’t dare.” 

“But you're going to do something. And 

you're going to do something to me.” Not questions 
but statements. Oh yes, he was really feeling it 
now. The little voice in Jake’s head must have 


been screaming. 


“Yes. You’re right on both counts.” 

“What...what are you going to do?” His 

voice cracked. 

Eami ignored the question and parried with 

one of his own. “Do you know what a nephilim 
iS?” 

Jake shook his head. 

“No, of course not. l'Il bet you’ve never set 

foot inside a church. Never cracked open a Bible.” 
Jake’s eyes widened. Eami could practically 

see the wheels turning inside his head. 

“Whore that you are, you started selling 

yourself on the street when you were what? 
Fifteen?” 

“Sixteen.” 

Eami clicked his tongue. “Sixteen. Such an 
impressionable age. How long had you been out 
there before | came along, offering you the world 
in an oyster shell? Promising you riches. 


Promising you anything you could hunger for.” 


“Six months.” 

“Six months of suffering. Six months of being 

on your knees and sucking dick and taking it up the 
ass. Then suddenly a miracle appeared to you in 
the form of”—Eami waved a hand up and down 

his body—“me.” 

“Are you a nephilim?” 

Eami laughed so hard he felt a stitch pull in 

his side and another one near his jaw. “Oh no no 
no. Me, a nephilim? Of course not.” 

Jake’s dark eyes slid to Rowne. “What about 
her?” 

“No, no, Rowne isn’t either. He’s an earl, 
actually. His job is to collect souls for his maker.” 
The moment of realization practically flashed 

in Jake’s expression like the black lights on the 
dance floor. He still didn’t want to believe. He 
still wanted to rationalize it away, and yet at the 
Same time he could no longer deny what he felt. 


Eami moved too fast for Jake to see. Too fast 


for his puny little human brain to register. He 
grabbed Jake’s shoulder and shoved him over the 
desk. Jake flailed his arms and kicked his legs. 
Finally he screamed. Eami pinned Jake with a 
hand on the back of his head without even trying. 
“Please stop, please, please! l'Il do 
whatever...whatever you want.” Jake’s sobs were 
muffled by the desktop. 

“Hush. No crying. Time for crying was over 

the moment you stepped through that door.” 

“I'll leave. l'II never say anything! Please 

don’t. Please just let me go. Oh God, please.” 
Whining, pleading, it was worse than the 
questions. “Enough, Jake. This is going to happen. 
Nekoda chose you over everyone. Movie stars, 
rock stars, sports stars. You, an ordinary whore.” 
Eami turned the seal over and exhaled a 

breath across its surface. The metal whined as it 
contracted under the intense cold, and frost formed 


across the names carved on its surface. Hundreds 


of names. Legions of names. 

Eami waited for the worst of the cold to back 

off because this was about creating an entrance, 
not about burning a hole through the boy’s body. 
This was going to ruin the back skin, but Eami 
could substitute with a piece from someone else. 
Smooth back skin was easy to come by. It was the 
arms and legs that always bore the brunt of scars. 
Eami moved the seal into position. “This is 

going to hurt. It’s going to hurt more than anything 
you've ever felt in your pathetic mortal life. But 
you're going to be rewarded. You're going to be 
Nekoda’s first. You’re going to be the one to 
deliver him into greatness. Dying is just a small 
price to pay for the privilege.” 

Chapter Three 

Rain fell in a heavy curtain outside the 

church, forcing most of the cops to retreat to their 
patrol cars. 


Cornelius stood in the doorway, hood pulled 


up on his Windbreaker. His eyes widened when he 
saw Indigo. “We heard shots.” 

Indigo snorted. “That’s because | fired my 

gun.” 

“For what reason?” 

“Because | didn’t want to have my limbs 
rearranged. There were grunts in the rafters.” 
Talking made Indigo’s side hurt. He worked his 
palm against the knot on his ribs. It didn’t feel 
broken. 

“It was clean.” Cornelius sounded insulted. 

Good for him. He deserved to be insulted. 

“It wasn’t clean.” 

“I went over it myself.” 

The rain trickled over the brim of Indigo’s hat 
and dripped into the collar of his duster. Good 
thing the hat was leather and heavy, or the wind 
would have snatched it off his head. 

Cornelius joined him on the first step, cheeks 


ruddy, hands curled into fists. “Did you hear me?” 


Indigo looked away. “Which part?” 

“I went over that place myself. It was clean.” 
“Well then, | guess you missed a spot.” Indigo 
dug in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. He had 
to have some. Of course they could have fallen out, 
or he could have smoked them all. Beside him the 
priest looked on the verge of a stroke. “It’s no big 
deal, Cornelius. They were grunts.” Indigo didn’t 
find the cigarettes. He decided maybe this was a 
good time to quit. 

“Did you find anything?” The tone in 

Cornelius’s voice was expectant. 

“Like what?” 

“I don’t know. But no Demon in his right 

mind would do something like this and risk 
breaking the rules of the Covenant.” 

“Do things like what, Cornelius? Kill people? 
Ravage them? | have news for you, priest. This is 
just everyday business for them. The Demonic 


have no interest in peace. They’re just waiting 


until our belly is soft so we’re easy to gut.” 
“Blasphemy.” 

“No, blasphemy is the Church ever lying 

down with evil. Dante knew that. And unless you 
and the rest of those bathrobe-wearing idiots have 
gone blind, you know it too.” Indigo turned. 

Wet footsteps scraped against the stone steps 

as Cornelius followed. “Did you see anything or 
not? Anything that would explain why they were 
here?” 

Again, expectant. Like he knew Indigo should 

have seen something. He stopped and looked at the 
man. “There was nothing in there but a dead body 
and a couple of grunts. Unless you know something 
| don’t.” 

Cornelius flinched. “Of course not.” 

The cops were beginning to exit their cars 

when Indigo stepped out into the parking lot and 
headed to where he’d left the Chevelle. Matte 


black with black wheels. Only the windshield 


reflected any light from the nearby halogens. 
Inside, Indigo felt around in the passenger seat for 
his cell. 

He quick keyed the number. It rang twice. 
“Goddamn it, Indigo, this better be good.” 
“Wrong side of the bed, Luci?” A sleepy 

male voice said something in the background. 
“You've got company.” 

“Shut the fuck up and tell me why you’re 
calling at—three a.m.? What the hell are you 
thinking?” 

Ah, the reason for the call. The thought 
sobered him. 

“Indigo?” 

“I’m here.” 

“Did something happen?” 

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. 

“Do you need me to get Jonah?” 

“No, this isn’t something that could be fixed 


with a few stitches.” Jonah might be the best medic 


the Church had, but there was nothing he could do 
this time. “Ah damn it, Luci. Dante’s dead.” 

Her breath trembled, and her voice cracked. 
“What happened?” 

“A horde came into his house. They must 

have caught him by surprise.” 

“How could they have gotten past the wards 

and into his house?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“God, Dante.” A sob butchered her words. 

There was a shuffle, and Lucy made a protest as 
the man with her demanded the phone. 

“Where are you, Indigo?” 

Now he recognized the male voice. “Michael. 
What a surprise. | had no idea you two were so 
close.” 

“Shut up and tell me where you are.” 

Indigo started the car. The rumble of the 

engine made it difficult to hear. “I’m heading your 


way. | have something Luci needs to look at.” 


“She’s not in any condition to look at 

anything. She’s upset.” 

Luci’s cursing drowned Michael out. Going 

by how things became muffled, he was trying to 
keep Indigo from hearing what they said. 

“Give me the phone, Michael.” 

“You're upset.” 

“If you don’t give me the phone, you’re going 

to see a whole new level of upset.” More 
shuffling, then Luci came back on the line. “What 
have you got?” 

Indigo smiled as he pulled onto the desolate 
street. “You know | love you, don’t you?” 

“Shut up and tell me what you’ve got.” 

“I don’t know.” 

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” 

He sighed, and it sounded loud inside the car. 
Lonely. “It’s an appointment book, a bunch of 
names, dates, strange writing. It doesn’t make any 


sense.” 


“| deal with prophecy. | don’t interpret 
appointment books.” 

“I know, but there was a napkin inside with a 
word.” 

“And you need to know what the word is?” 

“No, no. It was in English. | know what it is. 

It’s what it says that bothers me.” 

“Okay?” 

Indigo stopped at the red light. The 

windshield wipers squeaked as they swept the 
wash of rain off to the side. They moved steadily, 
like a heartbeat. 

“Are you going to tell me what was written 

on the napkin or breathe in my ear the rest of the 
night?” 

The light turned green. Indigo hit the gas. 
“Nephilim.” 

“That’s it?” 

“Yeah, that’s it.” 


“That’s meaningless, especially coming from 


Dante. He studied the Angelic. You'll probably 
find all sorts of supernatural references in his 
home.” 
“It’s not what it said that has me concerned. 
It’s where I found it. He had the appointment book 
hidden in his floor and marked with my personal 
symbol. He didn’t want anyone else to find this.” 
“He trusted you the most.” 
“He trusted you too. The fact that he felt the 
need to hide something so benign worries me.” 
There was more movement from the other end 
of the line. Luci said, “How fast can you get here?” 
“I'll be there in five.” 

x OK OK XK 
Luci met him at the door dressed in a robe, 
black curly hair a mass of tangles, and bedsheet 
creases on her cheek. Going by the look on her 
face, she knew damn well the kind of picture she 
painted. “Don’t say it.” 


Indigo held up his hands. “I wasn’t going to 


say anything.” 

“Yeah, right.” 

He followed her in. “Although ‘rode hard and 

put away wet’ came to mind.” The punch missed 
his bruised ribs by an inch. Indigo caught himself 
on the back of a chair with one hand and tried to 
fend off any following punches with the other. 
“Easy. I’ve already had a tumble with a horde of 
grunts tonight.” 

She stopped, but she didn’t apologize. “Hand 

it over.” 

Indigo gave her the address book and the 
napkin. Luci looked at the napkin first. “That’s 
interesting.” 

“What?” 

Michael came in from the kitchen, cups in 

hand. He didn’t look happy. “Can’t say it’s a 
pleasure to see you, Indigo.” He sat one cup down 
next to Luci, who was already at her computer 


thumbing through the appointment book. 


Indigo nodded. “Feeling’s mutual.” 

“You mind taking off your coat?” Michael 

said. “It’s wet and dripping all over the 
hardwood.” 

“Actually yeah, | do.” 

“Do it anyway, asshole.” 

“Shut up,” Luci said. “This is my damn house. 
Let him drip all over the furniture.” 

Indigo shrugged. “You heard the lady.” 

Luci shot him a glare over her shoulder. “But 
you can take off your hat while you’re inside. It’s 
rude to keep it on.” 

Indigo wanted to take his hat off even less. In 
here the lights were too bright and it stirred the 
pain from the unused adrenaline in the back of his 
Skull. He did it anyhow and looked around for a 
place to put it. Luci motioned Indigo over. He 
handed the hat to Michael. “Did you find 
anything?” 


She held up the napkin. “This is from the Four 


Horsemen.” Her manicured fingernail traced the 
embossed insignia on the corner. 

“Eami’s club?” 

“Afraid so.” 

Seemed like the Demon’s name was on 
everything tonight. “Have you ever been there?” 
Luci made a face. “Not socially, but I’ve 

picked up a few people who found themselves in 
trouble. You know as well as | do Demons aren’t 
particularly fond of our presence in their business 
fronts.” 

The pounding in Indigo’s skull beat harder. 

His vision blurred, and his stomach rolled. The 
thump of his heart skipped violently inside his 
chest. 

Luci put a hand on his arm. She seemed so far 
away. “Indigo?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“Like hell you are,” Michael said. “You’re 


jacked up on that shit, aren’t you?” 


Luci gasped. “You boosted on a couple of 

grunts? Fuck, that’s like using napalm to start the 
grill.” 

“| didn’t know they were only grunts. | didn’t 

see them until they were on top of me.” Because 
he’d failed to look up. Fucking rafters and high 
ceiling. Leave it to Dante to live in a church. 
“How long?” Luci said. 

“A half hour ago, tops.” Without a fight for an 
outlet, the juice burned to a slow boil in his 
system. The bubble of internal aggression grew 
with every passing second. 

“Jesus, have you got somewhere to go?” 

Indigo glanced at Michael. “Don’t look at me. 

| don’t swing that way.” 

“Just look at the book.” Indigo growled. “I’ve 

got time.” 

“It’s a bunch of addresses, mathematical 
formulas, and names, not much more than that. l'Il 


have to go through them, do some cross- 


referencing. Where are you going to go this time of 
night?” 

“I'll deal.” 

“It’s three thirty a.m., raining, and you look 

like a serial killer. No whore in their right mind is 
going to get in the car with you.” She pushed back 
his bangs from his eyes, but the loose strands were 
too wet and heavy and wouldn't stay. “I’d offer to 
take care of you.” 

Indigo and Michael both said, “No.” They 

looked at each other. 

Indigo said, “lIl be fine.” 

“What about Ariel?” 

Indigo groaned. 

“He'll take care of you.” 

“I don’t want to see Ariel.” No, what he 

wanted to do was break something. Indigo rolled a 
look up at Michael, and the man stepped back. His 
hand dropped to his waist. His surprised 


expression suggested he’d forgotten he wasn’t 


carrying. Or maybe he just left his pig sticker in his 
other pair of boxers. 

Luci said, “You know as well as | do this is 

the safest way to bring you down. Let me call 
him.” 

“And | said | don’t want to look at the 

bastard.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

He didn’t. God, just thinking about Ariel 

made him ache. How long had it been since he’d 
seen the Angel, touched him, tasted him? Years. 
Indigo had worked hard to stay away from him. 
Now it seemed something as stupid as being 
overdosed was going to force him to Ariel’s feet. 
“Indigo.” Luci’s cool hands touched his 

burning cheeks. “Look at me.” He did, and the 
anger in his chest banked. It had to be her eyes, so 
kind, so gentle. She hadn’t been Palet very long 
when the Covenant had been put in place, so she 


hadn’t seen enough to make them change. “Go 


downstairs. l'II call Ariel.” 

“I hate him.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“I do not want him near me.” 

Luci kissed him on the forehead. “Please, you 
need someone to take care of you. If you won’t let 
me, then let him. It’s been years. Don’t you think 
it’s time to let go?” 

“That’s not something a man can let go of, 

Luci.” That kind of suffering had no end. Only it 
hadn’t been Indigo who'd suffered. “And like you 
said, it’s been years. He probably doesn’t even 
want to see me.” 

“You know that’s not true.” 

Indigo wished it were true. After everything 

that had happened, it should have been true. He 
didn’t deserve Ariel. He never had. 

“Please. You need to try. For your sake. After 
tonight you can go back to ignoring him. But you 


know he wants to see you, be with you.” 


He sighed. She wasn’t going to let this go. 

Luci never could let things go. Her hands petted 

his cheek. The ache in his chest dropped to his 
groin. Indigo turned to go to the door, and she 
grabbed his arm. 

“Where are you going?” 

“Isn't it obvious? I’m leaving.” 

“You're in no condition to drive. First time 

someone cuts you off, you'll road rage them into a 
bloody pulp.” 

Indigo shut his eyes and let Luci’s presence 

wash over him. But the longer he stood here, the 
harder it was to push back the anger, the rage, the 
urge to hurt and to kill. He needed to get this out of 
his system, and there were only a few ways to burn 
off the adrenaline pumping through his body. 
“Please.” Luci kissed him again, and anger 

toward her stirred in his chest. 

“Fine.” He shoved past and headed for the 


stairs. Stopped. Turned. His gaze flicked to 


Michael. 

Arrogant, 

perfect, 

holier-than-thou 

Michael. He’d been selected after the Covenant 
and had no idea of the reality when it came to 
fighting the Demonic. What it took to bring them 
down, a willingness to forgo honor and your life. 
Indigo could always just beat the shit out of 

him. That would take the edge off. He might kill 
the SOB, but no big loss. 

Michael held Indigo’s stare for a moment, 

then stumbled back. His hip hit one of the kitchen 
chairs, almost knocking it over. Indigo heard Luci 
say his name, but his legs were already moving. 
He stopped inches away, close enough to smell 
Michael’s cologne and the scent of sex from where 
he’d been with Luci. Fear, real fear glowed in 
Michael’s eyes. Indigo didn’t know whether to feel 


honored he’d been able to stir it, or horrified he 


was enough of a monster to make it happen. 
Indigo decided killing him wouldn’t even be 

a challenge. He held out his hand. “My hat. 
Please.” 

Michael handed it over. 

Luci said, “Go downstairs.” 

“Yeah, yeah. I’m going.” He smiled at 

Michael, who flinched. 

Stairs squeaked underfoot, and the cool air of 

the basement banked the fever rising under 
Indigo’s skin. The room was finished, complete 
with mini kitchen and a bathroom. Last time he 
was down here, the floor had been concrete. Now 
it was tile. The air still smelled like cedar. Even 
when it was nothing but walls and a ceiling, it had 
smelled like cedar. Normally he enjoyed the scent, 
but jacked up on the juice, it made his nose hairs 
burn and his eyes water. 

He stripped off his duster and tossed it on the 


Small couch with his hat. His guns were next. They 


went into the lockbox in the wall, along with his 
knife and the brass knuckles. 

When Indigo yanked off his shirt, he pulled 

too hard and ripped the neck. His entire body 
shuddered with a rush of stored adrenaline, and the 
headache behind his eyes made him want to puke. 
Fucking Church and their goddamned 

Covenant. Pride so thick they couldn’t see what 
was really happening in this world. Now Dante 

was dead at the hands of a few grunts. The oldest 
of Palet, the greatest of them, and like Indigo he’d 
been shunned to the darkest alley and treated as if 
he didn’t exist. It was like everyone had forgotten 
all the bloodshed and pain they’d endured before 
the Covenant. Now with their blinders over their 
eyes, the Church leaders could pretend Palet had 
never been needed. 

Indigo fought to get the rest of his clothes off 

so he could breathe. He fumbled with the button on 


his jeans but couldn’t get his hands to work. 


Making a fist just transferred the shaking to the 
muscles in his arm and chest. 

He leaned against the wall. Eyes closed, all 

he could see was Dante, face full of fear, silver 
hair matted with blood. Had his last words been a 
prayer or a curse? If anyone still prayed, it was 
Dante. A true believer. Unlike God, the man never 
turned his back on anyone. 

The fact that he’d died that way did nothing 

but reaffirm Indigo’s belief that the mortal world 
was on its own. If there were a God, if he cared, 
he would have never let Dante die like that. Not 
that anyone deserved to die that way, least of all 
him. 

A line of wet kissed his cheek, and he 

Slapped it away. Dante did not need tears, he 
needed revenge. Indigo swore to himself he’d be 
the one to deliver the punishment, even if it meant 
going into the bowels of Hell. A death sentence. 


Suicide. 


Maybe this time Ariel wouldn’t do something 
stupid like try and save him. 

“Indigo?” It was as if thinking about the 
Angel had summoned his presence. His voice, 
rich, soft, rolled over Indigo like a blanket of 
warmth. 

He glanced over his shoulder. “Fucking took 
you long enough.” 

“I got here in ten minutes.” Fabric rustled. 
“Luci said you dosed about a half hour ago.” 
It could have been a week for all Indigo 

knew. “Yeah. | think so.” 

“Have you got the shakes yet?” 

Indigo held out a hand, and the muscular 
earthquake in his arm made it impossible for him 
to hold still. 

“Jesus.” 

“It’s only gonna get worse.” 

“You should have called me on your way 


over here.” 


Closer now, Ariel’s breath exhaled across the 
back of his neck. Indigo didn’t want to look at him. 
He’d lose control if he did. 

“Do you need help with your clothes?” 

Before Indigo could answer, gentle fingers 
unfastened the button and zipper. There had been a 
time in his life when he’d craved the Angel’s 
touch, begged for it. If Indigo was honest with 
himself, he still craved it. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” 

A soft laugh huffed against Indigo’s cheek. 

“Would you rather break out the swords and us go 
at each other?” 

“As a Fallen you wouldn’t last five minutes. 

Then I'd go after Luci.” The aggression caused by 
dosing would drive him to kill anyone Indigo 

could get his hands on. 

“Yeah, you would. The sex is safer, and it 

will give your body the same endorphins. Let me 


do this for you, okay? | can’t fight with you 


anymore. Doing this is at least something.” 

“And you want to fight?” 

“You know I do. | am your Guardian, Indigo. 

It’s my job to protect you. Haven’t you figured that 
out yet?” 

Indigo opened his eyes and met Ariel’s gaze. 

He still looked the same as the first day Indigo saw 
him almost thirty years ago. Pale skin, gold hair, 
and blue eyes clearer than the ocean and yet darker 
than the night sky. 

How could anyone see him as human? Even 
people who didn’t believe should have been able 
to gaze unto him and see the truth. Indigo said, 
“God fucking hates us.” 

Ariel stayed silent and resumed helping 

Indigo out of his clothes. When he stood up, he 
touched Indigo’s cheek. The fever made Ariel’s 
Skin feel like ice. Man, Indigo should have drawn 
out killing those damn grunts. Maybe this wouldn’t 


be so bad if he had. Dosing up always came with a 


price. Killing things just made it easier to deal 
with the ache afterward. If Indigo had exhausted 
himself, he’d be too tired to move, too tired to 
feel. 

“Indigo.” 

Lips brushed his cheek, moved close to his 
mouth. Indigo turned his face away. 

Ariel pressed a kiss against Indigo’s temple. 

He could handle being kissed there. Just not on the 
mouth. It was too intimate, too raw. It reminded 
him of those days long ago when he still had faith 
in the world, in people, and in himself. A faith that 
had been brittle when Ariel paid the price for 
Indigo breaking the Covenant. Now Indigo’s faith 
lay shattered. 

Ariel stepped back. Feathers brushed against 
Indigo’s cheek. The Angel’s fingertips followed. 
His touch was just as soft. 

“Do you want me to turn off the light?” 


Did he? If Ariel didn’t, Indigo would have to 


look at him. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself. 
“Yeah, please.” 

Ariel turned away, and Indigo was left to 

stare at his back and the punishment Ariel bore in 
the form of broken wings. Closed they didn’t look 
bad, but open, the scars, the crooked bones, and 
patches of missing feathers forced Indigo to relive 
that terrible day. The pain Ariel must have endured 
for breaking the rules to save a life, to interfere in 
free will, should have destroyed him. 

If anyone deserved to have an Angel sacrifice 
himself for them, it had been Dante, not Indigo. 
The lights went out. It wasn’t complete 

darkness, but it was enough to erase details like 
inhuman blue eyes filled with pain, regret, and 
eternal loneliness. Cast out, Ariel could never 
again walk among the immortal. Indigo had done 
that to him. Maybe that’s why the Church had let 
Ariel live, so his suffering would be eternal rather 


than momentary. 


Ariel stepped up to Indigo and slid his hands 

over Indigo’s shoulders, tracing the jagged line of 
a scar, down his arms, across his stomach, lower. 
This close, the incantations in Indigo’s skin heated 
up, each one humming with power in the presence 
of the Angelic. 

The incantations over Indigo’s heart and the 

backs of his hands burned the hottest. The violet 
light it gave off outlined the etching of Ariel’s 
name. The Angel’s touch lingered there like maybe 
he was remembering the day he breathed his true 
name across Indigo’s flesh. Did Ariel regret giving 
him the gift? 

God, Indigo hoped Ariel did. 

Cool fingers wrapped around Indigo’s cock, 

and he bit back the groan. He was already so hard 
it should have hurt to be touched, but somehow 
Ariel kept the pain away. Indigo didn’t know if it 
was some special ability or just who he was. He 


had a feeling it was the latter. 


“I'll go slow,” Ariel said. 

“I wish you wouldn't do this.” 

“You know not doing it isn’t an option.” A 

flick of warm wet teased Indigo’s right nipple, 
then the left. Teeth followed. The sharp pinch 
made him gasp. 

“PIL hurt you.” What made it worse was 

Indigo wanted to hurt him. To hear him scream, to 
feel his bones break, and to taste his blood on the 
air. 

He counted to three and tried to shove the 
violence out of his mind. It was a war Indigo was 
sure he would lose. Then Ariel’s tongue lapped at 
the head of his cock, sucked at the slit, and his 
mouth followed, taking in the blunt end. It was like 
being wrapped in wet silk. 

“Oh fuck.” Indigo buried his hand in Ariel’s 

curls. Tightened his grip. Pulled. It could only hurt, 
but the Angel didn’t protest. 


Ariel’s breath exhaled against Indigo’s groin. 


Hands on Indigo’s hips encouraged him to thrust. 
Indigo shook his head. “Not yet.” 

Wet heat teased a path back to the end of his 

dick while Ariel slid his fingers around the base to 
cover what he couldn’t take in. His other hand 
worked Indigo’s nuts, rolling and tugging the heavy 
Sacs. 

Indigo felt like he’d been hit with a live wire. 

He threw out an arm, and his fist smacked into the 
side of a shelf. Papers, books, folders tumbled out 
when it rocked forward. He locked a hand on the 
edge, steadying himself, steadying it. His other one 
twisted in Ariel’s hair. 

He thrust and Ariel grunted. The sound should 
have given Indigo pause; instead it made him want 
more. The adrenaline bubble forming in his system 
burst, and he was powerless to stop himself. Ariel 
didn’t resist. He didn’t pull away, and Indigo 

didn’t stop even when he felt tears against his 


wrist where it touched Ariel’s cheek. 


The euphoric sensation, the prickle of 

pleasure normally associated with sex wasn’t 
there. What Indigo felt was pain, anger, and hate. It 
burned inside him, ate up his mind, took away 
everything good and whole. 

When he came, it felt like a knife to his chest, 
tearing him up inside, stripping everything out. His 
knees buckled, and his shoulder hit the wall. Ariel 
caught him. 

“Easy.” 

Indigo leaned into Ariel, and the Angel 

picked him up and carried him over to the bed. 
Springs squeaked when he put Indigo down. He 
tried to sit up, but Ariel pushed him back. 

“I’m good. You can go,” Indigo said. 

“No, you’re not and you know it.” As if to 

make a point, he trailed a finger down the length of 
Indigo’s cock. It made him arch and at the same 
time try to get away. 


“I can use my hand.” 


Ariel pinned him. “I want to do this for you. 

Let me.” 

Even though Indigo couldn’t see Ariel’s 
expression, he turned his face away. 

A kiss brushed his neck, followed by a few 
seconds of gentle suction. “Please, Indigo.” 

“Why do you want to do this?” Why did Ariel 

save him all those years ago, knowing full well 
what would happen if he did? Indigo didn’t voice 
that question, because he was afraid of the answer. 
“You know why.” Another kiss to the scar on 

his chest. Then one close to his navel. Ariel came 
back up, and Indigo tasted the Angel’s next breath 
on his lips, something sweet, something pure. Like 
spring winds saturated in cherry blossoms. One of 
Ariel’s hands pressed against Indigo’s chest, and 
his knees straddled Indigo’s hips. 

“Don’t...” 

“Shh—” 


“Ariel.” 


“Let me take care of you. Please.” 

Ariel milked Indigo’s cock, then pressed it 

against his hole. Indigo had a moment to take a 
breath before Ariel sank down on him. This time 
Indigo didn’t even try and hold back on the pitiful, 
needy sounds inching out of his chest. His grip 
tightened on Ariel’s thighs when he began to rock. 
It was a mistake, but Indigo opened his eyes. 
Above him, over him, Ariel’s pale skin glowed 

with a pearly iridescence. The incantation of his 
true name was backlit by the internal light. He rose 
up on his knees and rode back on Indigo’s cock, 
muscles rippling, body flowing like liquid. Every 
movement he made threatened to wring Indigo dry. 
Indigo cried out, “More!” He popped his hips 

off the mattress, trying to quicken the pace. Ariel 
leaned back, and his broken wings brushed 
Indigo’s knees. It forced him to think about his last 
selfish act. 


Hadn't he already hurt the Angel enough? 


Ruined him. Condemned him to a life of hell 
among mortal men. The knowledge should have 
Shamed Indigo into making Ariel stop this. It 
should have shamed him into never letting the 
Angel start. 

Ariel slammed himself down, taking Indigo 

hard, forcing him deep. The Angel tightened where 
Indigo impaled him, creating heated friction. 
Indigo’s ragged breathing was too loud, too real. 
Hands locked onto Indigo’s wrists, and Ariel made 
Indigo touch him. Ariel’s skin was soft, hairless, 
and smooth. Just the feel of his flesh against 
Indigo’s fingertips was enough to make Indigo 
moan. 

“Look at me,” Ariel said. 

When had he closed his eyes? Indigo did as 

Ariel commanded and stared in awe at the Angel’s 
sweat-soaked skin glistening like diamonds. No 
matter how many times he’d seen Ariel like this, it 


always stole his breath. Something this beautiful 


just didn’t belong here. It was wrong. So wrong. 
Just like mankind, Ariel had been abandoned. 
Indigo pulled Ariel down until their 

foreheads touched. Somehow he found rhythm to 
the chaotic dance, and every pump of his hips 
earned him a small gasp. The blue in Ariel’s eyes 
was gone now, bleached out, as pale as his skin 
and twice as bright. 

Indigo wanted to kiss him, to taste him, to feel 
the velvet of his lips and the heat of his tongue. He 
said, “I’m close.” 

Ariel’s laugh turned into a moan. “I know. | 

know. | can feel you. Let go. Just let go.” 

Just like before, the roar of euphoria was 
preceded by pain, only this time it was more than 
physical. Like the drug Indigo had jacked up on 
was being ripped out of his soul. Rage made him 
dig his hands into Ariel’s thighs. Indigo knew he 
was hurting Ariel, yet the Angel didn’t stop riding 


him. 


Ariel moved faster, harder, pulling Indigo to 

the edge and hurling him off the cliff. He came, 
back bowing off the mattress, muscles so tight they 
threatened to pop. The adrenaline in his system lit 
up like napalm and felt like acid. Indigo shouted a 
combination of pleasure and pain that white noised 
everything out: all his thoughts, all his cares, all 
his emotions. 

Indigo relished the feeling. If only he could 

stay here in this moment forever, caring about 
nothing and missing no one. But eventually it 
receded, and he was forced back to the here and 
now. Forced to exist. 

Indigo collapsed against the sheets. 

A hand stroked his heaving chest. “Breathe in 
through your nose and out your mouth.” 

It was too fucking difficult. 

“Indigo, slow down or you'll hyperventilate.” 
Maybe with some luck his heart would 


explode too. Then he could end it. End all of it. 


Ariel leaned forward, and Indigo felt the length of 
the Angel’s hard cock against his stomach. 

Indigo opened his eyes. “You didn’t finish.” 

“Not yet.” 

Indigo wondered if he should touch Ariel. 

There’d been a time in his life when he would 
have never hesitated to have his hands on Ariel’s 
body. To hold him, to kiss him, to fuck him. Now 
he was afraid of hurting the Angel all over again. 
Ariel picked up Indigo’s hand and used 

Indigo’s fingers to tease his nipples. “I won’t 
break.” 

But he would break. Had broken. 

“Indigo. Touch me.” God, his voice. The 

want, the desire, and the hunger. “Please, | missed 
you so much. I’ve wanted you for too long. Let me 
have this. Please, let me.” 

Indigo’s hand shook when he brushed it 

across Ariel’s thigh to his groin, hairless, smooth. 


He didn’t feel real. The glow of his skin banked, 


and the incantation wrapping around his body 
burned brighter now. Indigo ran his hand up the 
length of Ariel’s cock, and the incantations on 
Ariel’s body changed from blue to white. The 
Angel hummed and dropped his head back. 

“Like that. Yeah, just like that.” 

Indigo tightened his grip and felt the beat of 
Arial’s pulse against his palm. He stroked Ariel, 
Slow, pausing to run a thumb along the thick, blunt 
head and press it against his slit. Ariel slid his 
hands up his own body to his ribs and then to his 
chest. He tweaked his nipples before reaching for 
the sky and thrusting his hips. 

“Harder. Squeeze harder.” 

Indigo did and was rewarded by a wonderful 
high-pitched, wanton sound. He really needed to 
stop and make Ariel leave. Indigo’s heart just 
couldn’t bear letting Ariel back in his life again. 
He couldn’t afford to lose control of his desire for 


the Angel. Coming to Indigo’s bed like this, that’s 


exactly what would happen. 

Arms trembling, strength nearly gone, Indigo 
should have never been able to pull Ariel toward 
him, roll him, pin him. But Indigo was dying to 
taste the Angel, to slake his thirst, and it filled him 
with a kind of desperation that gave him the energy 
he needed. 

Ariel pulled Indigo’s hair. Indigo ignored him 

and had his mouth on Ariel’s cock, sucking and 
drinking. The Angel’s entire body shuddered. He 
cried out as he came. 

Life. Ariel tasted like life and sunlight. 

Indigo kept sucking, licking, desperate for 

more. When he'd taken every last drop, he laid his 
head against the Angel’s thigh, breathing him in, 
swallowing him with every breath. He wished he 
could go back, change the past, make wiser 
decisions. It was impossible—even the immortal 
were bound by time. They may not feel the effects, 


but like a leaf in a current of wind, they were 


powerless to move against it. And Indigo was just 
Palet, which meant he was only human. 

Ariel ran a hand though Indigo’s hair, and he 
jerked away. “Don’t.” He rolled over and hit the 
wall. His long legs hung off the end of the bed. 

“I can stay with you if you want,” Ariel said. 

“No.” Because it would only make it harder 

when he had to leave, and Ariel needed to leave. 
The Angel sighed. “I’m sorry.” 

“Just go.” Indigo covered his face with his 

arm. Now that Ariel was finished, the glow had 
vanished from his skin, but at this point Indigo 
couldn’t even stand looking at his shadowed 
outline. 

Soft steps padded away from the bed, and 

there was the rustle of fabric and the tick of a 
zipper. “Will you call me if you need me?” 

No. He wouldn’t. Indigo wouldn’t have let 

Luci call him this time if he’d had a choice. “Yeah, 


sure, whatever. Now go.” The bedroom door 


squeaked. “Ariel?” 

“Yes?” 

“For what it’s worth, thank you.” 

Ariel’s only reply was the click of the catch 

and silence. 

Chapter Four 

“Wow, what the hell happened to you? 
Sandman kick the shit out of you while you slept or 
what?” Michael raised his coffee cup in a mock 
toast. 

Indigo thought about punching him, but that 
would require effort and he’d already burned up 
that credit limit in the shower and braiding his 
hair. Now it was taking everything he had to 
breathe. 

Luci pointed a finger at Michael. “You, shut 

up. And you”—she looked at Indigo. He winced 
—“drink this.” 

A cup of something nasty landed in front of 


him on the kitchen table. The pungent odor 


practically made his nose hairs curl. “That’s not 
coffee.” As if anyone with a working sense of 
smell could mistake it for coffee to begin with. 
“No, it’s not. It’s herbal tea. It will help you 
detox.” Indigo shoved it away, and Luci pushed it 
back. “Drink it.” 

“Smells like cat piss.” 

Her dark eyes narrowed. “Drink it.” 

“No.” 

She propped a fist on her wide hip. “Do you 
really want to do this in front of Michael? ’Cause 
when I kick your ass, he'll never let you live it 
down.” 

Indigo picked up the cup. Shit didn’t smell 

any better up close. Tasted even worse. A 
combination of cedar chips and dirt. 

Luci ruffled his bangs. “That’s my boy.” 

Michael snorted a laugh. 

Throwing the cup of cat-piss tea at the 


asshole’s head could kill two birds with one stone. 


“I did some lookups on the names and 
addresses in that book,” Luci said. 

He forced down a swallow of tea. It was 

easier to pull off than the smile he followed up 
with. “And?” 

“They’re doctors.” 

The next swallow went down wrong, and 
Indigo choked. 

“Easy with that. It’s potent.” Luci took the cup 
out of his hands and replaced it with a napkin. 
“I think potent is like saying the Mississippi 

is a stream.” 

She flicked his ear. “Don’t be a smart-ass.” 
“Why not? It’s his greatest talent,” Michael 
said. 

“Fuck you, choir boy.” 

“Indigo, watch your mouth. And you”—Luci 
looked at Michael—“I think you’ve overstayed 
your welcome. It’s time to head out. | need my 


space.” 


Michael frowned. “You’re kicking me out?” 

“No, kicking you out would imply you live 

here, that we are more than recreationally 
involved, which we aren’t. I’m just reminding you 
it’s time for you to take your toys and go home for 
a while. l'Il call you later. If I feel like it.” 

Michael shoved himself away from the table 

and stormed out of the room. 

Indigo smiled and drank his tea. Amazing 

how it no longer tasted as foul. Even the sunlight 
wasn’t hurting his eyes as much. 

Luci stepped behind him and fondled his 

braid. “Now what’s that smile for?” 

“You.” 

“Me?” 

“Yeah, you just know how to start my 

morning off right.” 

She laughed and sat in the chair next to him. 

He said, “As you were saying?” 


“About what?” 


“The names in the book. You said they were 
doctors.” 

“More like PhDs. Most of them hold degrees 

in molecular biology, biochemistry, and genetics.” 
“Why would Dante have their names in his 
address book?” 

“I don’t know. As far as | can tell, none of 

them have any ties to the Demonic Parliament.” 
It wouldn’t be all that unusual if they did. The 
Demonic Parliament members had familiars in 
every nook and cranny of human society, from 
evangelists to presidents. “Is there anything that 
connects them to each other?” 

“Not that | can tell, no. They just appear to be 
random names.” 

“But they aren’t random. You said yourself 
they’re all scientists, doctors, whatever.” Indigo 
ran a hand over his face. “Why would Dante have 
a list like that? And why would he keep it hidden 


by my symbol?” It seemed like overkill unless the 


information was far more valuable than either of 
them realized. “Do you think the grunts were after 
the book?” 

“An address book?” 

“There has to be a reason those grunts were 

still there. They could have left after they killed 
Dante, but they didn’t. And they hid well enough 
that Cornelius missed them when he checked the 
room. It was almost as if they were waiting on 
someone to show up.” 

“What? Why?” 

“| don’t know. | don’t know what to think. But 

they had to be after something to risk entering his 
home. We're not talking about the average mortal. 
He was Palet.” 

“Grunts aren’t smart, you know.” 

“I know. And they aren’t the best fighters, so 

how did they overpower Dante?” 

“He’s wasn’t exactly a spring chicken 


anymore.” The look on Luci’s face suggested 


Indigo wasn’t either. 

He frowned. “I’m forty-five.” 

“Yeah, a forty-five-year-old Palet. Who’s 

lived harder than most men who are in their 
seventies.” 

His gaze dropped to his hand and the scars on 
the backs of his calloused fingers. Badges of honor 
from old battles forgotten long ago. “I’m not old.” 
“I didn’t say you were.” Luci smiled at him 

around the edge of her coffee cup. 

“We live longer than normal people, you 

know.” 

“Not until the Covenant. Before then we died 

way before our time.” 

Indigo was starting to wonder if that was such 

a bad thing. At least going down in the heat of 
battle was better than turning into a dried-up old 
man. He looked at his hand again and rubbed at a 
dark, thumb-sized mark near his knuckles. Surely 


to God it wasn’t an age spot. Did people get age 


spots at forty-five? 

He dropped his hand under the table. “Did 

you find anything else?” 

“No. The rest of the names in the book were 
pretty standard contact info.” 

“And the writing that looked like Sanskrit?” 

“It wasn’t Sanskrit.” 

“I said looks like Sanskrit.” 

“It’s an ancient incantation alphabet. | can 

make out a few names, but the main parts of the 
entries will have to be translated.” 

“Can you read it?” 

“Like | said, it’s ancient. I’m talking beyond 

the dawn of man. Maybe even the language of God 
himself.” 

“Impossible.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.” 

“Do you think you can figure out what it 

says?” 


“With some work, some cross-referencing to 


more current variations, maybe. It will take mea 
few days, though.” 

“What about the napkin?” 

“I told you, it’s from Eami’s place.” 

“And the word ‘nephilim’?” 

She shrugged. “It’s not like they don’t exist. 
Although fewer now.” 

Nephilim were just another dirty Church 

secret. Before the turn of the century the Church 
had waged war on the nephilim, exterminating the 
majority of them and sending the rest into hiding. 
Old-school Palet had quit hunting them long ago 
when they realized the stories told about the mixed 
offspring between Angels and humans were just 
another Church lie. 

If anyone was old-school, it was Dante. 

While he still believed in the core beliefs of the 
Church, he’d vowed never to kill another Angelic 
offspring again. Wrong, he said. To kill something 


that never asked to be made, that never brought 


harm. To destroy a life just because God 
Supposedly deemed them abominations of Heaven. 
Dante never believed it was God who made that 
call. That kind of merciless destruction could only 
be from human origin. 

Knowing how Dante felt only brought about 

the overall question as to why he would even hint 
to the location of one. He would never have hunted 
them, and he would never have given the 
information to the Church for fear of what they 
might have done with it. 

Indigo rubbed his temple and sighed. “None 

of this makes sense.” 

Luci stood and took his cup with her back to 

the counter. She poured out the rest of the tea and 
filled it back up with coffee. No sugar. No cream. 
“What doesn’t make sense?” 

“Why would he hide an ordinary appointment 

book in the floor and mark it with my symbol so no 


one could see it but me?” 


Luci sat his cup down in front of him. Indigo 
drank. He didn’t care if it burned. It was 
goddamned coffee. 

“I don’t know. Maybe he was getting 

paranoid.” 

He eyeballed her over the edge of his cup. 
“Meaning what?” 

“Dante wasn’t a big fan of the Covenant.” 
“Neither am I.” 

“Yeah, but you never threatened to suicide 

bomb the old training facility.” 

Indigo stared. “Excuse me?” 

“You heard me.” 

“When the hell did that happen?” 

“Years ago. Father Gray insisted it be kept 

under wraps. Dante agreed not to come back, and 
the Church agreed not to take him before the 
disciplinary board. They went their separate ways, 
so to speak." 


Here Indigo thought Dante was just being 


Dante and holing himself up in his decrepit old 
building to read his books. 

“How come he didn’t tell me?” 

Luci gave him a one-shoulder shrug. “He 
probably didn’t want you to worry. You two were 
close.” 

“How come he told you?” 

“He didn’t. Father Gray called me to come 

pick him up. Told me to talk to him. | know it 
sounds terrible, but he died the way he wanted to.” 
No one wanted to die like that, but at the same 
time Luci was right. Given the choice, Dante 
would have rather gone out fighting. “It still 
doesn’t explain how three grunts could take him 
out. We’re talking about Dante. He could have 
killed three grunts in his sleep.” 

Her expression was Sad. 

“What?” 

“Has it occurred to you maybe they didn’t 


take him out?” 


“He’s dead. They obviously did.” 

“But like you said, three grunts don’t take out 
a seasoned Palet.” 

Indigo drank his coffee. “What are you trying 
to say?” 

She shrugged. “Cornelius called.” 

“Okay.” 

“They’re going to rule it a suicide.” 

Indigo felt like he was jacked up on the juice 

all over again. He shoved away from the table, 
Sloshing his coffee and nearly knocking himself to 
the floor. 

“Indigo.” 

Luci made a grab for him, but he yanked out 
of her grasp. 

“Indigo!” 

He whirled on her, and she froze, eyes wide, 
face pale. “You told them Dante wouldn’t do 
something like that, right? That they needed to 


investigate anyway? How this is just another 


underhanded move on the part of the Demonic? Or 
are you like the rest of the sheep who want to lie 
down beside these things because it’s easier to 
believe something so nasty, so vile, so fucking evil 
could ever want peace?” 

Her silence was all he needed. Indigo headed 

down the steps to her basement to get his gear. He 
was Strapping on his bowie knife when the steps 
squeaked. 

Luci’s words drifted through the air between 

them. “I loved him too, you know.” 

He winced. “Yeah. Then you ought to know 

better. This wasn’t some rogue horde. They bore 
Eami’s tag.” 

“Most grunts bear someone’s tag, Indigo. It 
doesn’t mean they aren’t rogue.” 

“Yeah, well, excuse me if | think otherwise.” 

He shoved his arms into the sleeves of his duster. 
“Where are you going?” 


“Out.” 


“Please tell me you’re not going to do 
something stupid.” 

“Like what? Killing a few of the nasties? That 
wouldn’t be stupid. That would be my job.” 
“It’s not your job anymore. The Covenant is 

in place to keep us from dying. The Church will 
investigate. They'll bring this to Eami’s court. If 
he’s responsible—” 

“They won't do any of that. They'll turn their 
backs just like they always do.” 

“Yeah, well, the last time you went in 
somewhere shooting, it almost got you killed! 
You'd think you’d learn your lesson!” 

Indigo stared. After a long moment Luci 
dropped her gaze. He said, “Did Ariel ever tell 
you why I went into Botis’s territory?” 

She shook her head. 

“Yeah, | didn’t think so.” He took a breath. 
“Botis took a sixteen-year-old girl. She thought she 


was with some nice guy. Couldn’t see past the 


veil. She had no idea he was a midranked Demon.” 
“But she went with him.” 

“Don’t you think | know that?” 

“Free will, Indigo.” 

“Fuck free will. She was a child. She didn’t 

know what he was.” 

“They lie.” 

He laughed. “Yeah, they lie. | Know. But 

because we're not out there on the street killing 
these things, they’re getting away with murder.” 
“Did you save her?” 

Indigo looked away. He didn’t even know the 

girl’s name, but every time he thought of her all he 
could hear were her screams, see how she looked. 
Splayed out, chest open, her soul bound to her 
flesh by Demon script while her insides were 
sucked out through a straw. Like some perverse 
cocktail. Demons gathered around her dressed in 
their suits, discussing business as they drank her 


down. 


“No. | was too late.” The sight of her, the 

pain and pleading in her eyes was what made him 
hesitate. It was all the time the Demons had needed 
to converge on him. Indigo had been seconds from 
being torn apart when Ariel saved him by breaking 
the first Angelic law and altering free will. 

“God, Indigo.” 

“It should never have happened. All | could 

think about was how many innocent lives had gone 
unprotected over the years since the Covenant was 
written. How many people | let die that way.” 

If only they died. Many remained for decades 

in a perpetual state of agony. At least Indigo could 
take solace that the unnamed girl had no chance of 
surviving the bullet he’d put through her skull. She 
died, but at least she wouldn’t suffer at the hands 
of that bastard Botis. 

“Please don’t do this.” He felt her move 

closer. 


“I have to. Don’t you understand? This is 


what | was made to do. You’re one of us, Luci. 
You're not supposed to believe the lies. You 

know. You’ve seen.” She had fought with them all 
those years ago, side by side, standing against the 
Darkness, killing the things that threatened 
humanity. 

Her hand slipped over his arm. “You’re right, 

| do know. | know how we died. | know how we 
suffered. | know what we Sacrificed.” 

Whether she meant it or not, that last word 
burned through Indigo’s heart like holy fire. He 
pulled away from her and put his gun in its holster. 
“At least tell me where you’re going?” 

“Don’t worry. | have no plans on killing 

anyone.” Lucky for Indigo, Demons weren’t 
anyone. 

“That doesn’t answer my question.” 

“Why? Are you going to stop me? Are you 

willing to protect the Demonic from being 


punished but not save an innocent life?” 


She sighed. “That’s not fair.” 

“Life isn’t fair.” 

“Tell me. Please. | just want to know where 

you'll be in case something happens. It would give 
me an idea where to start looking for you.” When 
Indigo turned around, she held out his hat. 

“You don’t believe Dante killed himself, do 

you?” He never prayed for much in his life, seeing 
it had been useless so far, but he prayed for this. 
Prayed she would never doubt Dante like that. 

Her dark eyes held his gaze and then dropped 

to his hands. Her fingers traced the scars on his 
knuckles and then pushed into his grip to hold him. 
Finally she said, “No. | can’t believe Dante would 
kill himself.” 

It was like a terrible weight had been lifted 

off his shoulders. He nodded, but it was more to 
himself. “I’m going to the Four Horsemen.” 
“Why?” 


“Because Dante wouldn’t.” 


“What?” 

“Dante wouldn’t be caught dead in a place 

run by Demons.” He had been too firm in his 
beliefs: booze, drugs, hell, even an illicit thought 
just wasn’t a part of the man’s chemistry. He’d 
loved only one woman in his life, and then the 
Demons took her. He only lived to destroy 
everything they were. 

A smile tugged at Luci’s beautiful lips. As 
unconventional as she was, with her full body and 
simple face, she was truly beautiful. How could 
anyone not love her? No wonder Michael was so 
protective. Lucky for Michael, Indigo only loved 
one person, and he was neither a woman nor 
human. 

Indigo kissed her cheek. “Dante had the 

napkin from the Four Horsemen in his notebook. 
So he did go there. | need to know why. On top of 
that, the grunts that killed him bore Eami’s tag. 


That’s just too much of a coincidence.” 


“Promise me you'll be careful.” 

“FIL try.” Anything else and Indigo might 

make himself into a liar. He was a lot of things, but 
a liar wasn’t one of them. 

Outside Luci’s townhome the morning sun 

was obscured by a haze of gray. The air felt sticky 
with the promise of rain. 

Getting to his apartment was on the top of his 

list. Clean clothes—he ran a hand over his chin— 
and a shave. Some rest wouldn’t hurt. If there was 
one good thing about the exhaustion left behind by 
dosing, it was the ability to sleep. 

Indigo walked around the corner to where 

he’d left the Chevelle and found Michael sitting on 
the hood. “Comfortable?” 

Michael jerked his head up. The expression 

on his face was hard. “Do me a favor. Stay away 
from Luci.” 

It was probably the wrong thing to do, but 


Indigo laughed. “Luci’s a big girl. If she wants me 


gone, she'll kick my ass. Speaking of asses.” He 
pointed. “Yours happens to be messing up my paint 
job.” 

Michael stood. “She cares too much about 

you.” 
Indigo felt around his coat for his keys. The 

side pockets were a bust. He checked the inside 
ones. 

Michael stepped closer. “Did you hear me?” 

“| heard you.” 

“Luci follows the rules of the Covenant, so 

she doesn’t need this shit. She doesn’t need to get 
involved in your games. She’s happy, she’s 
content, and she doesn’t need you coming around 
and tracking your problems with the Church into 
her life.” 

Indigo rolled his gaze up and glared at 

Michael from under the brim of his hat. “In case 
you haven't noticed, Luci is Palet.” 


“Yeah, so?” 


“| realize that’s a concept your PC brain can’t 
quite comprehend. Seeing how you've drunk the 
Kool-Aid.” 

Another step closer. “Are you trying to tell 

me something, Indigo? Because if I’m hearing you 
right, | think you just accused me of siding with the 
Demonic.” 

“If you aren’t against them, you’re with 

them.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m not the one who just spent 

last night fucking a Fallen.” 

Indigo’s hand curled around his key ring, and 

for a split second he wondered how quick he could 
kill a man with them. Quick jab to the temple. 
Maybe a nice punch to the back of the head. 
Michael moved his right hand back. So he 

was carrying. Probably had the scabbard stuffed 
down the back of his shirt. Only someone who was 
green would consider a pig sticker a real weapon 


against the Demonic. Sure, it was flashy, and even 


effective, but no matter how fast a Palet was, it 
took time to swing and change direction. Those 
milliseconds could mean the difference between 
life and death. Guns were easier, quicker, and way 
more effective. Not to mention there was just 
something so satisfying about blowing holes in the 
monsters that pissed him off. 

Indigo gave the man his back and unlocked 

his car door. Michael’s reflection in the window 
looked confused. “I don’t want you to come back 
here.” 

“And | don’t fucking care what you want.” 

When Michael lunged, Indigo was ready. He 
blocked the punch and parried with one of his 
own. The key in his hand gouged a bloody ravine 
in Michael’s cheek. He jerked back, cussing, 

blood dripping down his face. Fat crimson flowers 
bloomed on his white button-down. His hand went 
to his back, but Indigo already had his gun aimed at 


Michael’s head. 


“You know, I’m in a really shitty mood right 
now, so nothing would give me greater pleasure 
than making a window through your face.” 

“You wouldn’t.” 

“| would.” 

“Luci would hate you.” 

“Probably, but you’d still be dead.” Indigo 
smiled. 

Michael held his hands up and away from his 
body. Indigo holstered the gun. The guy was still 
standing there all pissed off and bravado when 
Indigo cranked up the Chevelle. He rolled down 
the window. “Any other words of wisdom before | 
go home and crash?” 

“I’m serious. | don’t want to see you here 
again.” 

“What are you doing to do, Michael? Stab 

me?” 

“Yeah, | will. PII kill you if it keeps Luci 


Safe.” 


Safe? None of them were safe as long as the 
Parliament was here on the mortal plane. 

Indigo hit the gas and revved the engine. He 
threw the Chevelle into gear. The back tires 
squealed, tossing up blue smoke before grabbing 
the asphalt. The car lunged forward, and the ass 
end swung wide, catching Michael in the hip, 
tearing his shirt. He fell, rolled, and recovered ina 
crouch with perfect execution. 

Good to know he wasn’t slacking on his 

training. 

Indigo yanked the wheel, spinning the car 
around. 

Indigo glanced at his rearview. As much as he 
hated Michael—hated what he’d said—he wasn’t 
any different than any one of the new generation. 
All of them were about negotiation, making peace, 
getting along. 

Fuck that. 


Even Dante, with all his belief in God, duty, 


and honor, understood the one universal truth. 
The only good Demon was a dead one. 

Chapter Five 

Neko was just getting out of the shower when 

he heard his cell phone ringing. It was Jake. It had 
to be Jake. He made a mad dash down the hall and 
snatched it off the top of his duffel next to the door. 
“Hello?” 

For a moment Neko thought he’d missed the 

call; then a sleepy, “Hey,” came over the line. 
“Where have you been? | must have left fifty 

voice mails. | thought something might be wrong.” 
That something might have happened to him. 

Why would he think that? 

“Sorry, | was tired after my last act. | crashed 

in one of the back rooms and didn’t hear my phone 
ringing.” 

“You're still at the club?” Neko glanced at 

the clock over the stove. It was almost five a.m. 


“Sure. I’m still here.” 


“Did you get my messages then?” 

“No, I’m sorry. What’s up? If you left all 

those voice mails, it must have been important.” 
Jake hummed. “Did you miss me?” 

“Of course.” 

“Is there anything | can help you with?” The 

tone of Jake’s voice left no doubt as to what kind 
of help he had to offer. 

Neko’s cheeks warmed. “That’s not why | 

called.” 

Jake was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “Is 
something wrong? | mean, we’re okay, aren’t we?” 
“Of course.” Neko picked at a swirl in the 

wood grain on the table. He hadn’t expected this to 
be so hard. 

“Neko?” 

“I’m here.” He thought about how quick he’d 

been to give Eami Jake’s name. Every fiber in 
Neko’s body told him Jake would want it just as 


bad as him. But he should have asked first. There 


was still the possibility he could say no, and Neko 
wasn’t sure if his heart could take the letdown. 
“Talk to me, babe. You know you can tell me 
anything.” 

He sighed. “Eami said | could have anything | 
wanted for my birthday.” 

“Okay.” 

“Anything | wanted, Jake. Anyone | wanted.” 
There was nothing but silence. Not the crackle of a 
cell phone, not movement, only a total void of 
sound. It was unnatural. 

Neko was just about to say something when 

Jake asked, “What did you tell him?” 

“That | wanted you.” 

A sharp intake of breath, then an exhale. Jake 
chuckled. “God, Neko.” 

The anticipation, the want, the desire in 

Jake’s tone made Neko’s skin feel tight and his 
insides burn. He smiled against the receiver as he 


walked back to the bathroom to finish drying off. 


“So you want to?” 

“You know | do.” 

“Wait, | haven’t told you the bad part.” 
“There couldn’t be a bad part.” 

He picked up the towel and ran it over his 
head. “He wants us to do it as a set. With an 
audience.” 

Jake groaned. “And you think that’s bad?” 

He kinda had, but going by the tone of Jake’s 
voice, he was no longer so sure. “I was afraid 
you'd say no.” 

“To what? Fucking you or doing it in front of 
a room full of people?” 

Neko wanted to be excited, but there was 
something about Jake’s voice. An odd lilt, an odd 
tone. “Are you sure you're okay?” 

“Tell me where you are.” 

“Walking into my bedroom. Why?” 

“Don’t put any clothes on.” 


“I’m going to bed, Jake. Unlike you, | didn’t 


get a nap.” Neko laughed, but it trickled off. The 
silence was back, and somehow it felt deeper now. 
Darker. Then Jake said his name and he was all 
Neko could think about. “Yeah?” 

“Lay on the bed.” 

“Jake.” 

“Lay on the bed, Neko.” 

It wasn’t the first time they’d played this 

game. Only this time it felt different. Neko couldn’t 
say for sure why. He looked at the bed. “I’m really 
tired.” 

“You're not too tired for this.” 

“It’s late. | have to get up early and run 

errands.” 

“Lay on the bed, Neko.” 

He still hesitated. “Are you sure you’re 

Okay?” 

“I’m just hard as hell thinking about you. 

Having you, making love to you, in front of all 


those people. Everyone would know then.” 


“Know what?” 

“That you’re mine.” 

Neko climbed on the bed. “Are you sure you 
love me?” 

“Shh.” Jake groaned, and his breath hitched. 
Neko didn’t have to ask to know what he was 
doing. He was jacking off, and by the sound of it 
he was close. 

“How long have you had your hand in your 
pants?” 

“The moment | heard your voice.” 

Neko ran a hand down his stomach, close to 
his cock. The sound of Jake, his breathing, Neko 
could almost feel and taste it. “How close are 
you?” 

“Close enough. Touch yourself for me. | want 

to hear the sounds you make when you come.” 
Neko exhaled a shaky breath as he wrapped 
his fingers around his cock. 


“Neko, I’m going to make you mine. I’m going 


to taste you, touch you. My mouth on your dick. My 
tongue in your ass. Can you feel me there?” 

Neko stroked himself and was surprised to 

find his body reluctant to cooperate. The words, 
the promises that normally turned him on felt cold 
and fake. In spite of being hard or how good his 
hand felt, there was just something off. The usual 
connection, the desire he felt with Jake wasn’t 
there. He almost stopped. 

“Neko.” 

“I’m here.” But he didn’t want to be, and it 
terrified him. 

“Please, Neko, touch yourself for me. | want 

to hear you come. | want to hear how much you 
want me.” 

He did as Jake asked, stroking fast, hoping to 
bring himself quick. Neko never wanted that with 
Jake. It was always slow, exploring his body, 
touching his nuts, pinching his nipples. This time 


Neko just wanted it done and over, and he didn’t 


know why. 

Jake barked out a cry, and it sounded so 

normal, so him, that Neko nearly forgot what he’d 
been worried about and he was almost able to 
push aside the nagging uneasiness. But when he 
came, there was no Satisfaction, just an empty 
feeling. 

He bit his lip and tried to hold back the sob. 

“Was it good?” 

He lied. “Yeah, it was.” 

“You don’t sound very sure.” 

“I’m just really tired. Are you sure you want 

to do this? | mean, | know we’ve talked, but this is 
really doing it. If you don’t, then l'Il tell Eami | 
changed my mind. I’m sure he'll understand.” 
“Neko, | wouldn’t miss fucking you for the 

world.” 

“Okay, then | guess l'Il see you tonight?” 
“Absolutely.” 


The line went dead, and Neko stared at the 


phone. 

Chapter Six 

Nightfall couldn’t come fast enough for 

Indigo. Getting into the Four Horsemen had gone 
from a curiosity to a necessity. Not being able to 
fall back asleep hadn’t helped. Lying in his bed 

and staring at the ceiling had given his thoughts 
free rein. The places they'd gone hadn't been 
pretty. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, he’d 
hauled himself up, taken a shower, and headed out. 
It was still too early to show up at the club, 

so he drove around until he wound up back at 
Dante’s. The place looked different under the 
setting sun. With the reddish glow breaking over 
the peak and outlining the tower, the church looked 
like something that belonged in the heavens, 
surrounded by holy fire. 

Pigeons gathered on the stone walkway. 

Indigo wondered how long they would stay here, 


waiting for Dante to come out with bread crumbs 


or seed. They ducked out of the way just as his 
heavy boots connected with the pavement. 

Police tape crisscrossed the doorway. Indigo 
ripped it loose, and it fluttered to the side, caught 
on a subtle wind. The air smelled like rain. A cold 
rain that would clash with the warmth left behind 
by the sun and spawn destructive storms. 

He hesitated at the door. In the daylight 

Dante’s death seemed more real, the memories 
Indigo had of this place, more vivid. How many 
times had he crossed this threshold, run up and 
down these steps, and sparred with the old man in 
the church’s hall? 

Too many to count. Too many to remember. 

Regret and guilt weighed heavy in his chest. Dante 
was dead, and Indigo was helpless to change it. 
He pushed the door. Old, smooth-as-glass 

wood slid against his fingertips. Warmed by the 
sun, it felt like something that should be alive. The 


door swung wide on the busted hinges, not falling 


but coming close. Someone had tried to do a quick 
repair job. The nails they’d forced into the aged 
wood had been mangled in the rush. 

The smell of decay filled the building now, 

and it got stronger as Indigo headed to the back. 
Dante’s body would be gone, but it was unlikely 
anyone would bother to clean up the blood. Too 
much work for a building so close to being 
condemned. The Church leaders would lay claim 
to the property, since they were the ones who'd 
bought it for Dante. A dwelling was one of the 
tithes given to a Palet. The Church considered it a 
gift. Indigo knew better. By letting Palet choose a 
place to live, they were less likely to hang around 
and mess up the scenery. 

The candles were out, and the white stalks of 
wax were gold in the setting sun trickling in from 
behind faded stained-glass windows. 

The door to Dante’s living quarters was 


rough-hewn. It opened, giving Indigo a view of the 


room looking exactly the same, minus the skin suits 
from the grunts and Dante’s body. 

Ariel knelt near the dried puddle of blood, 

head down, hands folded and pressed to his 
forehead. 

“What are you doing here?” 

He didn’t look up. “Paying my respects.” 

“By praying?” 

“Yes.” 

“I think it’s a little late. He’s dead.” 

The crooked wings on Ariel’s back rustled 

like they wanted to extend. Indigo wasn’t even sure 
if he could open them anymore. Ariel said, “I’m 
sorry.” 

“For what?” 

He raised his head, and the sadness in his 

eyes was a physical force. Indigo dropped his 

gaze. It didn’t seem right that something carved 
from all that was pure could carry the kind of 


agony that belonged in Hell. 


“Do you really need me to tell you?” 

“You can’t save everyone, Ariel.” 

“I know.” There were dark stains on the 

knees of Ariel’s jeans when he stood up. The skin 
on his bare chest bore the faint silver lines of 
Angelic script. 

“How long have you been here?” 

“Since | left you last night.” 

Almost a day. A day on his knees in humility. 
“That’s a long time to pray.” 

“| had a lot to pray for.” 

There might be people in the world who 

needed prayers like that, but Dante wasn’t one of 
them. Besides, who was Ariel praying to? The 
other Angels? The Principalities? Yeah, like any 

of those self-righteous do-gooders gave a shit. If it 
was God... 

Indigo wondered if perhaps it wasn’t Dante 

he was praying for. 


Ariel moved across the space between them. 


Indigo told himself not to watch, but he was 
powerless. Such beauty, such grace. 

“God hasn’t abandoned man, no matter what 
you think, Indigo.” 

“Don’t read my mind.” 

“I can’t read your mind. | just know that look 

on your face.” 

His reply reaffirmed everything Indigo 

feared. The Angel knew him all too well. “If 
you're done praying, get out. | need to look 
around.” 

“Are you searching for something in 

particular? | could stay and help.” 

“I’m not searching for anything, and I don’t 

need any help.” Indigo turned his attention to the 
room. Being here was useless, and yet he needed 
to be in the place where Dante had slept, lived, 
and died. There would be no Christmas tree this 
year, or Thanksgiving. Dante had always been the 


one who insisted Indigo join in. Not that he had a 


party. Usually it was just the old man’s ugly plug- 
in tree and a couple of scraggly wrapped gifts. 
Thanksgiving was worse. There weren’t even any 
presents, and the turkey was always burned. 

“He loved you like a son.” 

Damn Angel did not know when his welcome 
was expired, or when to shut the hell up. But he 
was right. Indigo cleared his throat. “Yeah, | 
know.” 

“When was the last time you saw him?” 

“A few weeks back.” 

“Did you argue?” 

“What?” Indigo turned, wondering where that 
line of questioning had come from. 

“I was just wondering.” 

“No, we didn’t argue. We didn’t really talk. 

Just played a few rounds of chess, which he won, 
talked about whatever book he was reading, 
reminisced about the past, and then | went home.” 


“Don’t you find that odd?” 


Did he? Indigo shook his head. “It was the 

same as always. Nothing different, nothing unusual. 
What’s with the pop quiz anyway?” 

Ariel shrugged. His tragic gaze remained on 

the disaster area of Dante’s living space. “I saw 
the book you found.” 

“Nosy, aren’t you?” 

Ariel’s mouth curled. “Luci showed it to me. 

But yeah, I’m nosy. He’d been writing down names 
and entries for a while. Did she ever figure out 
who they were?” 

“Doctors, biochemists, geneticists.” Indigo 

waved a hand. “A bunch of smart people who have 
jobs | can’t pronounce.” 

“He never talked to you about the names in 

the book?” 

“No. Never.” 

“Nothing?” 

“I said never, didn’t 1?” 


“You were close. It would have taken time to 


gather all that information. Why didn’t he mention 
anything to you?” 

Indigo opened his mouth and then closed it. “l 
don’t know.” Ariel nodded like he was answering 
only a question he could hear. When he walked 
back toward the door, Indigo asked, “Do you know 
something | don’t?” 

He stopped, and a shiver ran down his wings. 

“I always know things you don’t.” 

“Tell me.” 

“I can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“|I gave Dante my word that | wouldn’t.” 

“Dante’s dead. If you know something, tell 

me.” 

“I’m sorry. | can’t. You know the price | 

would pay for breaking my word, so please don’t 
ask me again.” 

Against his will Indigo’s gaze went to the 


Angel’s wings. Long feathers, more like fine hair, 


fell in waves over his shoulders. More trailed 

down his back. Slender with a slight curl, they 
danced on currents of air that Indigo couldn't feel. 
Delicate only in appearance. Even twisted and 
broken, Ariel’s wings were still beautiful. Indigo 
wished more than anything that he didn’t know 
what they’d looked like before. He’d counted 
every feather, touched every curve of bone, felt the 
muscle, and knew how running his fingers close to 
where they grew from Ariel’s back would make 
Ariel moan and beg. 

“You're the one who chose to save me,” 

Indigo said. 

“I know.” 

“It was your mistake. Not mine.” 

“Saving you was not a mistake.” 

Indigo barked a laugh. 

“| have no regrets about what | did for you.” 
“Dante deserved to be saved. | didn’t.” 


Indigo’s voice cracked, and he looked away. A 


few more seconds alone and Ariel wouldn’t have 
been able to save him. The Angelic could heal a 
man, but they could not raise him from the dead. 
“Free will, Ariel. It was my choice, and you 
shouldn’t have interfered.” 

“I saved you for the same reasons you walked 
into that alley. For the same reason you went into 
Botis’s territory. Because it was the right thing to 
do. She was a stranger to you, and yet you were 
willing to die for her. Knowing that, how could 
you question my motives, my reasons for saving 
you?” 

“Because unlike her, | Knew what | was 

getting into. | accepted the risks. | accepted the 
repercussions.” 

“All the more reason to save you. You 

committed a selfless act.” 

“Fine, a selfless act. What about you? What 

was your excuse?” 


“| love you.” 


Ariel loved him. A truth Indigo knew and felt 

in his own heart. The kind of love that ripped his 
soul into shreds, burned through him, ravaging his 
mind. 

“You should have saved your Sacrifice for a 

better man.” Someone like Dante. Someone who’d 
earned the right to call on a favor from God. 
Instead Dante had suffered alone. 

Indigo’s hands curled, and his knuckles 

popped. 

Ariel’s voice was full of sadness. “I’m sorry 

you lost your friend, and I’m sorry I’m powerless 
to tell you the things | know.” 

Only he wasn’t powerless. He simply chose. 

Just like he had that day. 

A strange kind of stillness settled in Indigo’s 
chest. When he spoke, his voice was flat. “I could 
make you tell me.” All it would take was an 
invocation of their bond. Ariel was a Fallen, 


Stripped of what he used to be. He wouldn’t stand 


a chance. 

“Yes, you could do that, but you won’t.” So 

sure, SO arrogant. Like every Angel Indigo had 
ever known. All hiding behind the law of free will. 
Watching mankind suffer. They were no better than 
the Demons who crawled in the bowels of Hell. 
Ariel moved to turn away, and Indigo pressed 

his palms together, bringing the two halves of the 
incantation burned into the sides of his hands and 
thumbs together, almost as if he were praying. He 
remembered when Ariel had given him those 
marks by breathing them into his skin. 

Warmth spread across Indigo’s wrists and 

down his fingers. He felt Ariel through the 
connection. The Angel’s heart, his heart, the 
Angel's pulse, his pulse. The rest of the 
incantations carved into Indigo’s flesh seared with 
an angry burn as he funneled his rage into Ariel’s 
true name. 


The Angel gave a strangled cry and went to 


his hands and knees. The script under his skin 
glowed, cords stood out on his neck, and his 
muscles trembled. Tears made his cheeks shine, 
and pain made him pale. 

Indigo stepped closer. “Do not underestimate 

me, Ariel.” 

Ariel’s wings shuddered and he collapsed, 

but he didn’t plead for mercy. If anything, his blue 
eyes begged Indigo to do it. End it. He’d already 
taken so much from Ariel, why not complete the 
picture by taking his life? Indigo dropped his 
hands, and Ariel gasped for air, chest heaving. 
Indigo jerked his chin toward the door. “Now 

get out. Next time | won’t stop.” 

Chapter Seven 

People filled the VIP area. Neko didn’t 

recognize any of them. While crowds were normal, 
this many bodies on a Saturday night was unreal. 
With the way patrons had packed into the booths 


and stools on the bar, you would have thought a 


live concert was on the itinerary. Neko squeezed 
through the mass of bodies hovering near the bar. 
He saw Lisa up ahead in a server uniform. 

He waved and pushed his way to her. “What 

are you doing handing out drinks?” 

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t even get me 

started. Eami called me out here to help. He said 
two girls didn’t show up tonight and he needed me 
to wait tables.” 

Neko followed her back to the bar. “What 

about the other sets?” 

“What other sets? Eami said there’s only one 
being shown in the VIP tonight and that’s you.” 
Just him? He looked around. “Then what are 

all these people doing here?” 

Lisa laughed. “That’s right, honey. They’re 

all here for you.” 

“What?” He grabbed her arm when she tried 

to turn away. “What do you mean, they’re all here 


for me?” 


“To watch.” 

“What? Why? They can see sex any night of 

the week.” 

“Exactly, but they can’t watch you have sex.” 

She grinned. “Bet you never thought watching 
someone get their cherry popped would be such a 
kink.” 

“It’s not funny.” Neko tossed another look 

over his shoulder. Several pairs of eyes met his 
gaze. All the men and women in here had an air 
about them that screamed money. There was 
something else too. It was their eyes. They looked 
hungry. For some reason it reminded him of how 
he’d felt last night with Jake. A cold chill shot 
down his spine. 

“Hey.” Lisa put a hand on his cheek. “You’re 
Shaking.” 

“Am not.” But he was. Neko crammed his 

hands into his pockets. When that didn’t work, he 


stuffed them under his armpits. “All these people?” 


Lisa put down her tray. “Oh honey, don’t be 
scared. It’ll be just like any other set, only this 
time you'll get to do it with Jake. Just think about 
him, concentrate on him. You'll forget about 
anyone being there.” She sounded so sure. 

He nodded. “How are they going to fit in the 
room?” 

Neko followed Lisa as she moved through the 
crowd, tray above her head. “What?” 

“How are they going to fit in the room? It 

isn’t big enough.” 

“Eami’s setting it up on the display.” Lisa 

handed out drinks to the people at a nearby table. 
Someone passed her a hundred, and she stuffed it 
in her corset. 

The only display Neko knew about was... He 
looked out of the glass wall and over the dance 
floor where the movie-sized screens currently 
flashed close-ups of the dancers onstage. 


Oh no. Oh hell no. 


“Where’s Eami?” When Lisa didn’t answer 

him, he tugged on her arm. “Where’s Eami? | need 
to talk to him now!” 

“He’s in his office as usual. What’s wrong?” 

“I agreed to do this as a set, not for the entire 
fucking club.” He turned, and Lisa called after him. 
Neko lost her in the crowd. It might have been his 
imagination, but he could have sworn everyone 
was Staring at him. It made him work harder to get 
out of there. It made him want to run away, far 
away. 

Neko climbed the short flight of steps leading 

to the back hall. One of the bouncers stepped out 
and held up a hand. “Problem, Neko?” 

“| need to see Eami.” 

“He’s busy with a client at the moment.” 

“I really need to speak to him.” He tried to go 
around the guy, and a beefy hand closed on his 
arm. “Hey. What do you think you’re doing?” 


“He gave specific orders that he was not to 


be disturbed.” 

“This is important. | need to talk to him. 

Now!” 

The man grinned. Neko had never liked any of 
the bouncers or bodyguards who worked the back 
room. Their creep factor was just too high to ever 
feel at ease around them. But tonight it was a 
million times worse. 

Neko yanked, and the bouncer let him go. He 
took the side hall down to his dressing room. 
Inside, he locked the door and dug his cell phone 
out of his duffel bag. He found himself torn 
between wanting to talk to Jake and not wanting to 
talk to him. Especially if he sounded like he had 
last night. Except when Neko tried to figure out 
what it was that bothered him, he couldn’t. Jake 
had sounded normal. He just didn’t feel normal. 
Which was stupid, right? There was no way to feel 
someone over a cell phone. 


Neko hadn’t searched him out today, and Jake 


hadn’t come to find him. They were always 
together when they could be, talking, laughing. 
Neko was consumed by a wave of unexplained 
sadness. 

“Stop it. Just stop it. You finally get to do 

what you want and you’re freaking out. Acting like 
a pussy.” Neko squeezed off a curse and dialed 
Jake’s number. He messed up twice because his 
hand shook. 

It rang and picked up. “Jake?” 

“Hey, Neko.” He sounded normal. 

“Where are you?” 

“Out on the floor. Why?” 

“Į just...” What? What did he tell Jake? 

“What? Do you need me for something?” 

Jake would have never asked if Neko needed 

him. He would have known something was wrong. 
Neko exhaled a shaky breathe. 

Jake said his name. 


“I'm here.” 


“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” 

“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” There 

was a Strange tone to his voice. Almost like anger. 
“No, no. I’m just...nervous.” 

“PIL come see you.” 

“| don’t think that would be a good idea.” 

“I’m on my way. Stay there. I’m coming.” 

Now that sounded like Jake. 

Neko tossed the cell phone onto the small cot 
near the wall. He ran a hand over his head. Fear 
made his skin tight and his heart flutter. Only he 
couldn’t figure out why he was afraid. Why he 
needed to get out of here. When Neko glanced in 
the mirror, he wondered who the scared guy was 
looking back. 

Something was not right, and something bad 

was going to happen. It had been years since he’d 
felt this level of paranoia. At least he wasn’t 


seeing things. 


Neko was sure the feelings were just in his 

head, but he couldn’t stop himself from going 
toward the door, consumed by the need to get out 
of the building. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t 
think. He ran down the hall to the rear exit. No one 
was watching it. He hit the flip bar. The door 
didn’t budge. Neko jiggled and shoved it. Locked. 
The rear door was never locked. Fire marshal’s 
orders. 

An oversight? It had to be, but he didn’t 

believe it. Not for a minute. Yeah, now more than 
ever he wanted out. 

There was another way out at the end of the 
stage hall, but Eami’s goons were blocking the 
way. The only other exit was into the main part of 
the club. He could probably make it out there by 
telling the meatheads he wanted to dance. 

Neko forced himself to walk at a calm pace 

back to the VIP room. He made Sure to keep his 


eyes down as he passed the bouncers. His usual 


shadows didn’t fall in behind him. He didn’t know 
whether to be relieved or worried. Something 

deep down told him he should be worried. 

A chill made Neko’s teeth chatter and his skin 

go all goose pimpled as he pushed his way through 
the crowd. A hand brushed against his ass. The 
area around the bar was packed. There were too 
many people jostling for a place, so he didn’t think 
about it until it happened again. When he looked, 
one of the patrons smiled at him. Everyone who 
came to the VIP lounge knew not to touch the help. 
Neko was about to say something until another 
hand brushed the back of his neck. A woman cast 
her gaze up and down his body like she approved. 
When she tilted her head, Neko saw a line going 
from the corner of her mouth to her temple. A scar? 
No, no, not a scar. 

A seam. 

This couldn’t be happening. Not again. He 


did not want to go through this again! 


Panic propelled him toward the door, and he 

was almost there when it opened up and Jake 
blocked his way. Dressed in leathers with no shirt, 
his skin was slick and glossy like he’d come right 
off the dance floor. 

“Hey.” 

Neko tried to push past Jake but wound up 

turned around. He made a grab for the door handle, 
and Jake caught his hand. Neko said, “I want to 
leave.” 

“Shhh.” Jake pulled Neko into his arms. Held 

him. Petted him. 

It felt wrong. 

“Now why would you want to do that, 

Neko?” 

Neko didn’t want to tell Jake, and Neko told 

him everything. “I don’t know.” 

“Don’t lie to me. Talk to me.” 

It almost hurt trying to get the words out. “I’m 


scared.” 


“Of what?” 

“| don’t feel well. | think it’s my meds.” 

“Did you take them today?” 

“Yes, of course.” He never forgot, because 

when he did, terrible things like this happened. 
Maybe that was the problem. Maybe they weren't 
working anymore. “I think | should go see the 
doctor. Will you drive me?” 

“Now? It’s after midnight.” 

“I know. But Crawford will see me. He’s 

done it before.” 

Jake kissed him on the forehead, and his lips 

felt cold. “I’m sure you’re fine. Why don’t we just 
go sit down for a while?” 

“Please, Jake, | really need to see him. If you 
don’t want to drive me, l'Il go myself. But | need 
to leave.” 

“Oh, Nekoda, you’re just nervous.” It was the 
second time Jake had called him by his full name. 


The first time had been last night. 


Neko looked at Jake. Really looked at him. 

Jake’s dark eyes were like black coals. He 
thumbed Neko’s lip and pushed back his bangs 
with exaggerated care. “You know a lot of people 
have come here to see you. To bear witness.” 
Bear witness. Jake would never say 

something like that. Now more than ever Neko 
wanted out. When he tried to pull away, Jake 
claimed his mouth. Even his tongue was cool, and 
his taste was wrong. No mints. No coffee liqueur. 
Jake tasted sour and musty like moist earth. 
Death, thought Neko. Jake tasted like death. 

Neko tried to tell him to stop, but his voice 
wouldn’t work. When he attempted to push Jake 
back, he couldn't lift his hands. 

Jake pulled his mouth away, and everything 
blurred. His face, the room, the people. Neko tried 
to figure out why it was so quiet. The hum and 
flow of chatter had stopped. He could hear the 


music still playing from the dance floor, but the 


room he was in had gone silent. 

Blank faces stared at Neko with dead fish 

eyes. Even as scared as he was, he couldn’t seem 
to get his feet to move. He couldn’t fight. He 
couldn’t run. 

Jake tugged on his hand and pulled him away 
from the door. The crowd parted in front of them 
and then closed up, blocking any retreat. Jake 
stopped and Neko swayed. Too many people. Too 
many bodies around him. 

“Jake?” 

Jake’s hand caressed Neko’s cheek, his chest, 
and then to the edge of his shirt. Cool, clammy 
fingers found their way under the hem. 

“Jake...” 

“Shhh.” 

A kiss brushed Neko’s lips, and he 

whimpered. Neko felt the desire to get closer to 
Jake and at the same time the urgency to run away. 


Jake stripped off Neko’s shirt and teased his 


nipples. 

“Wait, Jake.” 

“I don’t want to wait.” Another cool kiss 

touched Neko’s neck, and Jake sucked at the soft 
spot under his ear. 

Against Neko’s will, his head rolled back. It 

was so hard to keep his eyes open. Give in. He just 
needed to let it all go. If he did, he was sure 
something terrible would happen. “What are you 
doing to me?” 

“What you wanted me to do. What you’ve 
dreamed about me doing.” Jake tugged on Neko’s 
jeans. They came open, and his hands slid inside. 
Cold hands. 

Dead hands. 

A tear made a path down Neko’s cheek. He 
stared at the crowd of people, silent, unmoving, 
like things that had never even been alive. He 
turned his head, and his lips brushed Jake’s ear. 


Neko said, “Please take me home. I’m scared.” 


“Of what?” He laughed. “What could you 

possibly be afraid of?” 

You. I’m afraid of you. 

Jake pushed Neko back until his hip bumped 

the table. He tried to fight being turned around and 
bent over it, but it was useless. A sense of 
helplessness washed over him. Fighting was futile. 
It was better to just let this happen. 

More tugging and cool air made his nuts pull 

up and his skin prickle. His jeans landed on the 
chair next to the table. Jake petted Neko down his 
back and caressed his ass. Next to his ear Jake 
purred his name. “Neeekooodaaa.” 

The onlookers echoed him. Over, and over, 

and over. 

Neko fought against the haze swallowing up 

his thoughts as Jake pulled his arms out to the side. 
The patrons held Neko’s wrists, spreading him out 
and holding him down. 


Tears made his vision waver. “Please, Jake.” 


“Please what?” 

“Let me go.” 

“I can’t do that. You know I can’t. You can 

feel how | can’t.” 

God help him, but he did. Neko choked ona 

sob. “You’re supposed to love me.” 

A kiss touched the back of Neko’s neck, 

another between his shoulders. “I do love you. 
More than you will ever know. More than you will 
ever be able to comprehend. You’re so special to 
me. So perfect. So unique.” The breath Jake 
exhaled against Neko’s skin was so cold it burned. 
The pain forced back some of the haze, and 

Neko yanked against the hands holding him down. 
Warmth from under Neko’s skin pushed at the cold 
ache caused by their touch. Strange, pale markings 
appeared along Neko’s shoulders, arms, and then 
his wrists. The hands holding him down began to 
blister. If it hurt them, they didn’t seem to feel it. 


Because they couldn’t; they weren’t alive. 


Jake’s chest pressed against Neko’s back. 

Neko could feel every inch of Jake’s cock, pressed 
to his ass crack. Neko fought harder, but the rush of 
strength he’d felt was gone. 

“Tell me you love me, Neko.” 

He sobbed. “Please, please, stop.” 

Jake’s hands slid down Neko’s ribs and to his 

hips. The head of Jake’s cock pressed against 
Neko’s hole. Neko tried to go forward and get 
away, but the table pressed against his thighs. He 
tried to stand, but the hands holding his arms kept 
him bent over. 

“Tell me, Nekoda. Tell me you love me.” 

The sob burst out of Neko’s chest, and the 

tears wouldn’t stop. “I do. You know | do!” 

“Tell me you want me.” 

Neko barked out a cry when Jake pushed 

against him. With the only lubricant being precum, 
the ache and burn of being penetrated was nothing 


like Neko had fantasized about. 


“Please don’t.” 

“Tell me. Just tell me you want me and it will 

all be over.” 

And Neko wanted it to be over. He was so 

tired, so impossibly tired. Jake’s lips touched 
Neko’s shoulder, and he looked back at the man 
he’d trusted, the man he’d loved, the man he 
wanted to be with more than anyone. Only the thing 
that stared back at him wasn’t Jake. It looked like 
him, sounded like him, but it was dark, festering, 
and evil. 

Chapter Eight 

The parking lot of the Four Horsemen was 

full, so Indigo had to park on the street. People 
swarmed the front. Most of the crowd was made 
up of human familiars. The names of whom they 
served flared in red across their foreheads as he 
walked past. 

Inside there were even more. An unheard-of 


number. Their feet churned across the dance floor, 


which was covered in incantations. Powered by 
their life force, the Demonic script glowed with 
violet light invisible to those without the Sight. 
The incantation was a connection between the 
familiars and the Demons who commanded them. 
An energy source for the darkness, like batteries to 
power a flashlight. 

Going by the horde of familiars gathering 

here, there was enough life force to power one 
big-ass flashlight. 

Indigo pushed his way into the crowd and 
through the door. For about five seconds he 
wondered why no one was manning the entrance, 
but once inside he knew. 

The cold prickle of darkness kissed his skin. 
Either the Demon was close or there was more 
than one. He moved deeper into the building. The 
screaming music being ripped from the speakers 
made it impossible to hear. Strobe lights flashed 


out the beat, turning the mass of people into black- 


and-white still shots. Crimson light blanketed three 
stages, and nude pairs moved together, rubbing, 
rocking, twisting, in the throes of sex. 

Above it all hung a movie screen. It was the 

large black brand in the man’s back that got 
Indigo’s attention, a series of interlocking letters, 
an incantation of the darkest order. He hadn’t seen 
one like it in over twenty years. A gateway, a 
summoning. 

A blatant violation of the Covenant. 

Indigo palmed his gun. Now he was itching to 

kill something. He was about to turn away when 
the view on the screen shifted, and he caught a 
glimpse of dark hair plastered to pale cheeks by 
sweat. Pain twisted the boy’s features, and Angelic 
script flared like white-hot metal under his skin. 
Dante’s nephilim. It had to be. Indigo scanned 

the club for some clue as to where he was being 
held. Somewhere private, somewhere away from 


the strobes. A level up, there was a walkway and a 


stretch of mirrored glass reflecting the crowd, the 
glow lights, and the lasers. Demonic script 
shimmered across the upper edge, marking the 
separation of the mortal plane from a safe haven 
for the Demonic. 

There was no telling how many were in there, 

one or one hundred, and with the way his skin 
tingled, however many there were, they had to be 
powerful. The only consolation Indigo had was 
that being powerful meant they wouldn’t be able to 
step over the boundary because the mortal world 
would tear them apart. If he could get in and out 
alive, he’d have a good shot at getting away. 
Indigo shoved his way through the crowd and 

hit the steps leading to the second level. Two men 
met him halfway up. One of them swung his 
massive fist at Indigo’s face. He ducked, turned, 
and smashed his elbow in the bouncer’s nose. 
Another pair of hands grabbed Indigo’s gun hand; 


he twisted in the man’s grip, yanked the bowie 


knife from his boot, and thrust it into the bouncer’s 
armpit. The guy gave him a surprised look before 
falling to his knees and rolling down the steps, 
taking his sidekick with him. 

Indigo turned his head just enough to catch 

sight of the big screen. Blue eyes filled with fear, 
and a pair of lips formed the words “please stop” 
again and again. 

Fuck it. Indigo was not going to lose another 
innocent life. This time he would not hesitate. 
Especially now, seeing as how the Covenant was 
in the shitter. 

Man, he was going to regret this in the 

morning. Indigo pulled out an autoinjector and 
jabbed it into his leg. He raised the HK, aimed 
high, and plugged a shot into the wall-to-ceiling 
windows. When the bullet hit, the mirrored surface 
spiderwebbed into tiny fragments and fell ina 
sheet of glass rain. 


A horde of dead fish eyes turned on him: 


Demons wrapped in human skin. Caught in the ebb 
of the incantation’s flow of power, they couldn’t 
move, but once he broke it, he’d only have seconds 
to get in and out. 

Hands braced the nephilim over the table 

facing the busted window, while the conduit thrust 
at his back. Indigo didn’t even think about where to 
put the bullet. The bullet struck the Demonic 
conduit between the eyes, and the back of his head 
evaporated in a spray of bone and brain matter. He 
flew back. 

Indigo didn’t stop shooting. The more that 

went down before the summoning circle broke, the 
better, or at least the more likely he was to 
survive. They wouldn’t be able to cross the 
boundary line etched in the window frame, but 
Indigo still had to go in. With none of them 

moving, it was like shooting fish in a barrel, but it 
wasn’t going to last. He could feel the power that 


had held them in place waning. 


The click of an empty clip was his cue. Indigo 
dumped the clip and popped in a new one before 
diving through the busted window. The membrane 
of sorrow and agony clung to his skin. Smelling 

like rot, tasting like misery. Indigo grabbed the 
nephilim and threw him over a shoulder. 

A high-pitched scream was the only warning 

he had that his time was up. Moving faster than he 
could see, hands grabbed him. High on the juice, 
he pushed himself to meet them move for move and 
felt no pain when his muscles protested. The 
muzzle flash highlighted drawn faces and gaping 
mouths as he took them out. These were not grunts 
but midlevel Demons. Smarter, faster, and fucking 
dangerous as hell. 

He backed up and was almost across the 

barrier when a sharp pull on his load yanked him 
off his feet. Indigo squeezed off a blind shot and by 
some miracle dislodged the Demon’s hold on the 


boy. His boot caught the leg of a chair, and he went 


flying back, smashing his shoulder into one of the 
other panes of glass, shattering it. He landed on his 
back, the nephilim at his side. The horde of 
Demons wailed in fury but were unable to cross 

the boundary. 

The burn of the juice propelled Indigo to his 

feet. He yanked up the nephilim one-handed and 
stormed down the steps, pulling the trigger, taking 
out any familiar stupid enough to try and stop him. 
Heavy bass covered the thundering footsteps 
coming after him, and Indigo almost missed the 
gang of armed bouncers heading his way. He took 
out two before he was empty again. With that many 
bearing down on him, there was only one thing left 
do. 

Run. Run like the fucking wind. 

He threw out an arm, knocking several of the 
fleeing patrons back. The crowd was thick enough 
that the flying bodies worked like dominos. Indigo 


bulldozed his way out and into the parking lot full 


of panicked people, all trying to get out at the same 
time. 

A bullet zinged close to his ear and struck the 

brick wall near his head. Mortar shrapnel cut into 
his cheek. Indigo dived around the corner and 
found some cover behind an SUV. Two of the 
bodyguards ran past. When they were out of sight, 
he moved, staying low between the cars. 

He never saw the bald guy with fists like 

meat mallets until the man hit him. Indigo’s 
shoulder slammed into the side of a car, and he 
lost his grip on the nephilim. The boy’s limp body 
rolled over the hood and landed on the other side. 
Muscles burning, tendons on fire, Indigo was 

back on his feet and moving right at the guy before 
he could throw another punch. The miss sent Meat 
Mallet off balance. The signature on Meat Mallet’s 
forehead burned bright red. Indigo grabbed the 
man’s head and snapped his neck. 


While he had both hands free, Indigo loaded a 


fresh clip. He grabbed the nephilim and hoisted 
him up. Indigo’s muscles protested. A warning 
sign that he was running out of adrenaline. 

He maneuvered his way through a mass of 

Cars all trying to get out at the same time. Good 
thing the parking lot had been full. With the 
Chevelle out on the street, he wasn’t boxed in. 
Indigo yanked open the passenger door and 
dropped the nephilim in. One more look back. No 
one was coming after him. He had no idea what 
that meant. 

He got in and started the engine. The Chevelle 
roared to life. He yanked it out onto the side road 
just as red and blue lights sloshed against the 
building walls and flashed in his rearview mirror. 
Indigo drove with the headlights off until he was 
about to merge into the main street and converge 
with traffic. He eased off the gas, checked behind 
him, and then pulled out, disappearing into the herd 


of sedans, minivans, and compact cars. 


It wasn’t until he’d taken the on-ramp of the 
highway that he risked a look at his passenger. 
Was he even alive? It was too dark to see him 
breathing. The Angelic script under his skin still 
glowed, but it was dangerously dim. 

Indigo wondered how big of a grudge 

Michael would hold toward him. He dialed Luci’s. 
“This better be good, Indigo. This makes two 
nights in a row you've screwed up my evening.” 
“I need you to meet me at my place.” 

“Your place?” 

“Yeah, and bring Michael.” 

“What happened?” 

“Look, | just need you to get him there. He’s 

the expert on Angels.” 

Indigo cut the call. Luci would either do it or 

not. Either way it might be too late. The nephilim 
didn’t look good. Pools of light from the halogens 
they passed washed over his naked form. His 


wrists were black, the flesh on his arms angry and 


red. One cheek was raw, and there was a nasty- 
looking cut on his shoulder. Probably from hitting 
the window or the floor. Indigo didn’t know. What 
worried him more than anything was the sense of 
despair radiating from him. 

Something that only could be felt from a 

human, and the nephilim wasn’t human. It defied 
the laws of the heavens and hells. Like a Demon 
who lived, or an Angel who aged. 

It just wasn’t possible. 

Maybe it was the juice dicking with his 

senses. He could hope, but he didn’t think it was. 
No, Indigo was pretty sure he was looking at 
something that wasn’t supposed to exist. 

A nephilim with a soul. 

Chapter Nine 

The horde of Demons cluttering the VIP room 
steamrollered each other in the mad dash to get out 
of Eami’s way. The wave of violence churning 


from his borrowed skin preceded him like a storm 


front. Those who failed to move aside were 
vaporized into ash. 

He stepped up to the window. Glass crunched 
under his shiny black shoes. Below him the club 
was empty except for several dead bodies and a 
few flailing wounded. 

A Palet had done this: come into his house 

and interrupted the most important step in his rise 
to power. This was an act of war, a direct 

violation of the Covenant. The Church stayed out 
of the Demonic realm, and Demons didn’t touch 
any soul that wasn’t freely given. Those were the 
rules, simple fucking rules that had been working 
wonderfully so far. 

Now look at this place. It would take weeks 

to repair what that Palet had done. There weren’t 
many left with this kind of skill, not that there had 
been many to begin with. Eami glanced up at the 
camera and took out his cell phone. He logged into 


the surveillance files and rewound the footage. As 


the Palet stepped onto the catwalk, Eami saw his 
face. 

Indigo Black. SOB was still alive after all 

this time. Eami had been hoping he would have 
eaten a bullet or maybe slit his wrists. The 
decades of downtime had to be driving him insane, 
considering what he’d been trained for and the life 
he’d lived before the Covenant. Warriors like that 
just didn’t take well to having their teeth pulled. 
Eami headed to his office. What he wanted 

was to unleash his hordes, hunt down Black, and 
bring him kicking and screaming back here. Killing 
him wasn’t enough. Eami wanted to break him. 
Make him beg for death. 

Gorge on his misery. 

He was Sure the pleasure of such a display 

would be exquisite. 

But if he did that, he would tarnish the fragile 
image Parliament had carved for the Demonic. 


Killing Black would be satisfying, but it would 


give merit to the deeds of the fallen Palet who had 
defied the Covenant. The Palet’s hunger for 
revenge against the Demonic was as strong as the 
hunger Eami felt for discord. The last thing he 
needed right now was an uprising. Things were too 
critical. Chaos and its minions weren’t strong 
enough. The Church had grown soft and the Palet 
had grown weak, but there were still enough 
around that they could fight what was coming. 
The barrier covering the entrance to his office 
hummed as he passed through it. Eami inhaled, 
feeling the rush of power as the well of Chaos 
swallowed him whole. Voices whispered to him 
from walls, begging to be fed, begging to be 
released. 

“Not now!” 

They swore to bring agony, pain, suffering. 

“I said not now!” Silence. Fucking maggots 

always making promises they could not deliver. 


Eami did not need empty threats, he needed to 


make a statement, an example, make sure a certain 
Palet wasn’t just punished but destroyed. His 
image, his honor. His will to live. 

To make this happen Eami needed anonymity, 

and that couldn’t be done if they had his signature 
burned into their foreheads. Retribution against 
Indigo wouldn’t be too difficult because there 

were always people willing to make bargains for 
worldly goods, immediate pleasure. 

These individuals were not familiars. No, 

these individuals still had their free will, which 
made the collection of payment all the sweeter. But 
there was a drawback. Since they still possessed 
their free will, they could tell him no or possibly 
betray him. Those who did knew the price, but 
humans were strange. While greed and fear were 
great motivators, sometimes they lost their 
potency. A problem often solved by leaving a few 
mangled bodies around for display, but there were 


occasions when killing people didn’t work. 


He picked up the phone and dialed. It rang 

twice; then a man said, “I told you not to call me 
here.” 

“Ah, Cornelius, So wonderful to hear your 

voice.” 

“What do you want?” 

“Tonight Indigo Black came into my club. 

I’ve lost many in my horde, patrons, and there was 
an astronomical amount of damage inflicted on the 
Four Horsemen. Worse, he took my nephilim. I’m 
calling to find out if you know why he would do 
that. Why he would come in here, attack my 
people, and take what is mine.” 

“What? Why would | know?” 

Eami examined his nails. There was a small 

chip on the one on his thumb. He’d have to get that 
fixed by tomorrow. “I don’t know, Cornelius. 

Maybe you accidently said something? Maybe your 
conscience is getting to you?” 


“No, | would never.” 


“You realize of course no matter what you do, 

how hard you repent, what has been done cannot 
be undone.” 

“| didn’t—” There was some shuffling; then 
Cornelius’ voice dropped to a whisper. “I didn’t 

tell him. | swear to you.” 

“We had a deal.” 

“I know.” 

“Your loyalty for your life.” 

“I know, Eami. | swear to you.” 

“Then humor me. Tell me how he could have 
known about Nekoda?” 

“He must have found out from Dante.” 

Eami laughed. “Even the great Dante Leonisis 
can’t come back from the dead.” Good riddance as 
far as he was concerned. 

“No, but Indigo was there at Dante’s place 

after he was killed. Dante called me threatening to 
expose what you were doing to the Church. He 


said he had proof you were breaking the Covenant 


and that | was helping you. What if Indigo found 
that proof?” 

“And what kind of proof could he have 

possibly had, Cornelius? Please tell me.” 

“I don’t know. The man was smart. He had 
resources.” 

Eami clicked his tongue. “I am still more 

inclined to believe you’re having regrets. That this 
was your sad attempt to stop what cannot be 
stopped.” 

“That’s not true—” 

“What do you think would happen if the other 
priests knew about your treachery? Do you think 
they would excommunicate you? I’m willing to bet 
they would.” 

“| swear—” 

“Now why was it you came to me again, 
Cornelius? Refresh my memory as to why you 
begged for my help rather than your oh so loving 


God.” 


Cornelius’s breath shuddered over the 

receiver. “You know why.” 

Eami laughed. “Oh yes, | remember now. It’s 
because all your service, all your devotion, and 
your prayers for a miracle went unanswered. God 
chose to forsake you just as he’s forsaken the rest 
of the world.” 

“I did not betray you. Please, Eami, you have 

to believe me.” 

He did, but Cornelius’s fear, his suffering 

was too sweet to ignore. Just like Cornelius, he 
would make Indigo suffer. The plan formed in 
Eami’s mind, sweet, dark, and incredibly 
delicious. 

“If | accept your side of the story, I'll need 

proof in the form of a task,” Eami said. 

“This wasn’t what we agreed on. | did my 

part. We had a deal.” 

“You're right. You did do your part. And | 


cured you. But | could just as easily release my 


hold on the disease ravaging your body.” 

“You can't.” 

“| just did.” 

“We had an agreement. A contract!” 

“To cure you. | fulfilled my part of the 
agreement. | never said | would make it 
permanent.” 

“Tell me what you want.” 

He toyed with the pen on his desk. 

“Are you there?” 

“Of course | am.” 

“Are you going to tell me?” 

“I need you to fix the Selection process.” This 
way Eami could choose who would receive the 
next Guardian. And he had plans, such wonderful 
plans. If Indigo wanted his nephilim, he would 
make the man pay for the privilege. 

“What?” 

“Do | really need to repeat myself?” 


“What you’re asking is impossible.” 


“Then you had better make it possible.” 

“That would require forgery of holy 

documents. I’d have to manipulate incantations.” 
“Then you'd better get to work.” 

Cornelius sighed. It was a sound of 

resignation. A sound of a man who had no other 
choice. “Whose name do you want on the ballot?” 
Eami grinned. “Nekoda’s.” 

Chapter Ten 

Indigo collapsed just inside his apartment 

door and was still there when Luci shook him 
awake. The nephilim lay in his arms with his head 
on Indigo’s shoulder, his thin body limp. He felt 
cold to the touch, and Indigo couldn’t help but 
wonder if he was dead. 

Luci said, “Hey, | thought we agreed you 

weren’t going to get into trouble.” 

He grunted. “They started it.” 

“You look like shit.” Luci’s dark eyes went to 


the nephilim, and she frowned. 


While he might look like shit, Indigo knew the 

boy looked worse. “I found Dante’s nephilim. Is 
Michael here?” He would know what to do. The 
expression on Luci’s face answered for her. Indigo 
cursed and shut his eyes. Guess Pretty Boy held a 
grudge after all. 

“You hit him with your car. What did you 

expect him to say? | practically had to put himina 
headlock when he found out | was coming to help.” 
“| didn’t hit him. | nudged him. If I’d hit him, 

he would be dead.” The incantations on the back of 
Indigo’s hands warmed. 

“I’m sorry. He’s the only one | could think 

of.” 

“Fuck.” Too bad Ariel didn’t hold a grudge. 

Maybe Indigo needed to shoot him again to drive 
home the point. 

The Angel stepped through the doorway and 

Indigo did his best not to look up but his eyes had 


their own agenda. Water beaded on the feathers of 


Ariel’s wings and made his golden hair cling to his 
cheeks. 

Indigo nodded at the nephilim. “Can you help 
him?” 

Ariel’s full mouth made a thin line. “He’s 

pretty bad off.” 

“That doesn’t answer my question. Can you 

help him or not?” 

“can try.” 

“Good.” Indigo attempted to stand, and he 

wound up back on his ass. Ariel bent down and 
slipped his arms around the limp body of the 
nephilim, brushing against Indigo in the process. 
The warmth on the back of Indigo’s hands moved 
to his chest and then to his groin. Goddamn it, why 
did being around Ariel have to be like this? Why 
did he have to want the Angel; why did Indigo 
have to be so susceptible to his spell? 

Why the fuck did Indigo have to love him? 


Ariel’s blue eyes came up. He said, “You can 


let go of him now.” 

Indigo did, and with the weight freed from his 
arms, he found himself wanting to reach out and 
touch Ariel, run his fingers through the Angel’s 
hair, and press their mouths together. 

“I'll be back for you as soon as | can,” Ariel 

said. 

As much as it hurt, Indigo forced himself to 

look away. “I’m fine. Too much adrenaline isn’t 
the problem right now.” No, it was two doses 
within twenty-four hours. He felt like someone had 
ground up all his bones and poured the dust back in 
his skin. 

Ariel carried the nephilim into the extra 

bedroom. When the door shut, Indigo looked at 
Luci. She was still frowning, only now it was 
clearly meant for him. 

“It looks worse than it is,” Indigo said. 

“Thank God. If it wasn’t, you’d be dead.” 


He made one last attempt to stand up and 


failed. At least Luci extended her hand so he 
wouldn’t have to beg her to help. She pulled 
Indigo to his feet, and he almost toppled over. 
“Easy. Just lean on me.” 

“I’m too heavy.” 

“Pshaw, you have to eat to weigh something.” 
Come to think of it, he was sort of hungry. 

Indigo looked in the direction of the large kitchen 
and its barely used, aging appliances. AS much as 
he wanted a sandwich or some soup, he decided 
eating would take too much effort. “Just help me to 
the bed.” 

“Try the shower.” 

“I just need to lie down.” 

“You're covered in blood. Not to mention 

you smell like a grunt.” 

“Is that the three-day-dead-roadkill variety or 

the raw-sewage variation?” 

“Does it matter?” 


Indigo gave up, leaned into Luci, and let her 


steer him to his bedroom. She was helping him 
strip when the etching in his chest began to burn in 
response to a holy presence. He hissed when the 
incantation down his spine joined in. 

Luci said, “You okay?” 

“If Ariel doesn’t back off on the cleansing, 

he’s going to light me up along with the nephilim.” 
She tossed Indigo’s pants off to the side and 
helped him into the shower. “A cleansing? What’s 
he doing that for?” 

Sometimes Indigo forgot that as good of a 

Palet as Luci was, she didn’t have the same amount 
of field experience. She hadn’t ever had to bear 
witness to the horrible things Demons were 
capable of. Sure she’d seen some of it, but she’d 
never walked within the upper layers of Hell, seen 
souls tortured, or how people died at hands of the 
Demonic. 

“As best as | can tell, they were using him as 


a vessel. There was a large horde of higher-level 


Demons present for the gathering. They were using 
a human host as a conduit and had a hundred or 
more familiars powering the incantation. They 
weren’t bringing just anyone to walk on the mortal 
plane. It had to be a member of Parliament, maybe 
even all of Parliament.” 

“That’s a violation of the Covenant.” 

“Exactly.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“Contact the Church, tell them what | saw.” 

Luci turned the shower on, and the spray of 

water hit Indigo in the chest, feeling like 
superheated sandpaper. The shock to his 
hypersensitive skin knocked him off his feet. He 
grabbed hold of the shower door to keep from 
falling. 

“Jesus. A little warning next time.” 

“It’s barely lukewarm. Quit being a baby.” 

Only someone who'd never dosed would 


think he was exaggerating about how painful it 


was. After a few moments his skin quit screaming 
and he was able to lean into the spray of water. 
Luci watched him from the open door. “You 

Okay on your own now?” 

He nodded. “If | fall, l'II just sleep in the 

tub.” 

“Indigo.” 

“I’m fine. Go check on Ariel. He might need 
something.” When he cracked an eyelid, she was 
still staring at him. “What?” 

“You know as well as | do, Eami isn’t going 

to let you get away with taking the nephilim.” 
“Yeah, well, when the Church finds out what 

he was doing, he should be too busy running to 
worry about coming after me.” 

“How do you know the nephilim didn’t want 

to be there?” 

Want to be there? Who the fuck would want 

to be the vessel for the Demonic? Indigo wanted to 


believe the answer was no one, but in truth he 


knew there were more than a few volunteers. 
Granted most were coerced, tricked, or lied to in 
order to get them to surrender their souls, but there 
were also a few who weren't. Those individuals 
walked willingly into the hands of Parliament. 

He thought about the expression of fear on the 
nephilim’s face. Up on the projection screen in the 
club, even the smallest detail had been on display. 
While some might have welcomed that kind of 
darkness, he hadn’t been one of them. 

Indigo said, “He wasn’t willing.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I just do.” 

“Then you should have contacted the Church.” 
“And what? Wait for them to conference over 

a proper course of action? He would have been 
dead.” Or worse, possessed. When she gave him a 
look, he added, “Trust me, Luci. He wasn’t there 
willingly. The motherfuckers were raping him and 


putting it on an overhead screen for everyone to 


watch. He was begging for someone to help him, 
and none of the people there even cared. Jesus 
Christ, have you looked at him? He’s just a fucking 
kid.” Indigo slumped against the wall. He shut his 
eyes even though he didn’t want to. “I did my job. | 
am a Palet. | am sworn to kill these things and save 
innocent lives. He’s an innocent life.” 

“What are you going to do if Ariel can’t 

cleanse him? What if he’s already infected?” 

Indigo decided he would do the only thing he 
could. “I'll kill him, and l'Il do it with the kind of 
mercy he deserves.” 

Chapter Eleven 

Darkness surrounded Neko, but he wasn’t 

alone. Someone held him and spoke to him ina 
gentle voice. He couldn’t understand the words, 
but they made him feel safe. 

A hand touched his cheek, his forehead. 

Another caressed over his heart. He tried to get 


closer to the source, only to find he couldn’t move. 


“Jake.” 

“Shhh.” A breath was exhaled across his lips. 
“You have nothing to be afraid of.” 

The voice wasn’t Jake’s. Neko opened his 

eyes but could only see darkness, complete and 
endless. He tried to reach out, but his arms were 
bound. So were his legs. Panic sent a cold shot of 
fear down his spine. 

Ghostly hands gripped his wrists and 

stretched out his body, suspending him. 

The voice said, “They are only memories. 

They can’t hurt you.” 

But they had hurt him. They had done terrible 
things. Neko cried out and tried to escape 
whatever held him down, but he was helpless, just 
as he had been then. 

“Please, please, don’t. Please don’t.” 

“Relax. No one will hurt you here.” 

This time the touch to his neck was warm and 


very real. Fingers pressed against his pulse and 


made a bizarre path down his chest. No, they were 
drawing something. Letters? A design. It made 
Neko think of how his skin had glowed and strange 
marks had appeared like bruises against his flesh. 
“What are you doing to me?” 

“Cleansing you.” 

Neko instinctively knew the voice didn’t 

mean some kind of bath. Something terrible had 
been left inside him. He had no idea what, but he 
could feel it trying to take hold. 

A palm pressed against his forehead, anda 

cold void opened in his chest. He tried to breathe 
only to find no air. He tried to fight only to realize 
his body was no longer his. Neko screamed and 
heard nothing. Just when he thought he was going 
to go mad with fear, the darkness receded. 

Water. He was surrounded by water. He 

kicked, flailed, and the arms holding him brought 
him to the surface. 


Neko sucked in a ragged breath, coughing and 


gagging, but he could breathe, and dear God, air 
had never tasted sweeter. His hands found the edge 
of the tub. He looked at the man who had pulled 
him to the surface. Skin so pale it was almost 
white, with no hairs or freckles, and hair a 
washed-out shade of gold. It made him look like he 
was some work of art carved by one of the greats, 
brought to life. His eyes were blue, but nothing 

like the sky, night or day. They were endless, both 
light and dark, the color broken by what Neko 
could only call a scattering of stars. No. This was 
not a man. This thing wasn’t human. Beautiful and 
tragic. Neko felt his heart clench when their gazes 
met. 

“My name is Ariel.” 

“What are you?” 

“What do you think | am?” 

Neko stared at the rise and fall of wings just 
beyond Ariel’s shoulders. He was an Angel. But 


that was impossible because things like that didn’t 


exist 

beyond 

hallucinations 

and 

psychotic 

episodes. Neko struggled to get out of the tub. 
“Easy, you'll fall.” 

“I'm fine.” 

“You're not. Let me help you.” 

Ariel pulled Neko to his feet and wrapped a 
towel around him. Neko tried to climb out. Ariel 
scooped him up, carried him into a small room, 
and put him on a bed. 

Neko sighed as the cool, crisp sheets cradled 
his body. 

Ariel pushed his bangs back. “You should 

rest now.” 

“Why?” 

“You've been through a lot.” 


He had? Neko tried to remember, but there 


was nothing left but a gray haze and faint memories 
of Jake. Thinking about him made Neko’s chest 
hurt, but he wasn’t sure why. 

Ariel brushed a hand across his cheek and a 
thumb under his eye, smearing tears Neko wasn’t 
even aware of. 

“Something bad happened, didn’t it?” Neko 

said. 

“Yes.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t worry about that right now.” 

Neko pushed Ariel’s hand away. “Am | 

dead?” 

“Of course not.” The Angel smiled, and it 

was like looking into the sun after being locked in 
the dark. Neko reached out and touched Ariel’s 
shoulder, his cheek; then he ran his fingers up the 
bridge of Ariel’s nose to his hairline. He didn’t 

just look real, but he felt real. 


When Neko pulled his hand back, he saw the 


markings on his arms, like faint bruises. He rubbed 
at the strange designs making his skin red. Before 
when he saw things like this, it meant the 
nightmares were next. Nightmares that came to him 
with his eyes wide open. He’d see monsters in 
human skin, people with marks on their foreheads, 
people who weren’t people at all, but things. 

Ariel put his hand over Neko’s. “It’s just your 
incantation.” 

Neko tensed and looked up. “What?” 

“Your incantation. The words to call you. 

Your name, your true name, and your purpose. 
Don’t worry. No one can understand it unless you 
let them, and only Palet can see it.” 

“Palet? What are Palet?” Neko tried to sit up, 

and Ariel pushed him back against the pillow and 
pulled the comforter up to his neck. 

“Rest now. That’s all you need to think about. 

Just rest.” 


But Neko was afraid to close his eyes. “What 


will happen if | go to sleep?” 

“You'll feel better. Tomorrow we'll talk.” 

Ariel stood up. “If you need me, just call me. 

Even a whisper and | will hear you.” The long 
feathers draping down his back made a soft sound 
as he walked to the door. When it clicked shut, 
Neko was left alone in the dark, save the light 
coming from a nightlight on the wall next to the 
closet. 

Neko desperately wanted to remember what 
happened, but every time he tried to think about the 
day, it was hidden behind a thick fog. The memory 
loss had to be because of something the Angel had 
done to him. But why? Why would Ariel want him 
to forget? 

Then Neko reminded himself Angels didn’t 

exist, and all of this was probably because he 
forgot to take his meds. 

“I think | should go see the doctor. Will you 


drive me?” 


Neko sat up. Doctor. He’d asked to go to the 
doctor. A dull throb pulsed behind his eyes. Neko 
laid back down as a wave of exhaustion washed 
over him. He should sleep. Sleeping would make it 
all go away. 

“Tell me you love me, Neko.” 

No, sleep would not make it go away, 

because what had happened was— 

Neko threw off the covers and got out of the 

bed. He didn’t see any of his clothes, so he 
wrapped the towel around his waist and padded to 
the door. He pressed an ear close and listened. 
Voices, at least three, but he couldn’t understand 
what they were saying. One deep, one melodic that 
he recognized as Ariel’s, and a woman. 

The hinges gave the smallest protest when he 
cracked opened the door. The wide-open space he 
saw had chairs, a shelf, a TV, and a kitchen off in 
the corner. It was clean and well taken care of, but 


the furniture was old and worn. More talking, and 


now the voices were louder. 

Neko leaned out of the doorway just in time 

to see a woman with black, curly hair, wide 
shoulders, and equally wide hips storm out of 
another room. “Do something with him, Ariel, 
before he gets himself excommunicated!” 

“Like | give a shit! | was doing my job. | 

was...” 

Ariel appeared in the doorway, and all the 

anger in the woman’s face vanished. He held her 
for a moment and pressed a kiss to the top of her 
head. She said, “You'll stay with him, right?” 
“Until he throws me out.” 

“Try and talk some sense into him.” 

“Luci, I’m the last person who needs to try 

and talk any sense into Indigo.” 

“Yeah, well, he kicked me out.” 

“At least he didn’t shoot you.” 

The woman named Luci laughed, and then she 


sobbed. “If he’d wanted to kill you, he would have 


aimed at your head.” 

“It still hurt.” 

“Just stay with him, until”—she raised her 
voice—“he grows a fucking brain and quits acting 
like a goddamned infant.” 

Something heavy hit the wall, and a nasty 

string of curses floated out the crack in the door. 
Luci tossed up her hands. “I give up. Call me 

if you need me.” 

After she left, Ariel went back in the room. 

Neko waited, but when no one came out, he 
slipped across the living room. If he could get toa 
phone, he could call Jake to come get him. That is, 
if any of this was real. 

Neko wanted to believe it wasn’t, but for 

some reason he couldn’t convince himself this was 
only a nightmare or a hallucination. He reached out 
to the front door, and a symbol flashed across the 
wooden surface. Neko yanked his hand back. 


He looked down at his arm. There were 


similar characters in his skin. He tried again and 
couldn’t seem to make contact with the doorknob, 
like something was pushing him back. Some type 
of shield he couldn’t see. 

No passage. 

That’s what the symbol meant. Only he had no 
idea how he knew that. Neko stepped back and 
scanned the room. Were there more symbols? He 
didn’t see any. Voices drifted in from the other 
room, one angry, one soft. 

Neko told himself to go back to his room. The 

last thing he needed was to make any of these 
people upset. There was no telling who they were 
or what they would do. Instead he found himself at 
the edge of the doorway where Ariel had gone. 
Neko risked a look through the crack and saw 

Ariel and another man sitting on the edge of a bed. 
What had the woman called him? Indigo. 

Ariel had a brush in his hand and was 


smoothing over the other man’s long hair. After a 


few minutes he laid the brush down and began to 
weave a braid. 

“Why are you in here?” Indigo said. “And 

don’t tell me it’s to braid my hair. | can fix my own 
damn hair.” 

“Your nephilim needed my help, remember?” 
Indigo turned his head, and Neko caught his 
breath. He was nothing like the Angel. Hard, 
rugged lines scarred his face, and his eyes were 
bitter. There were a complex series of tattoos 
down his arm and across his ribs. Neko stared 
because the man looked familiar, and at the same 
time he was sure he’d never seen him before. 
Indigo’s thin mouth made a slash across his 

face. “Well, he’s fine now, so you can go. And for 
the record he isn’t my nephilim.” 

Ariel smoothed a hand over the back of the 

man’s head. The touch, the look on his face, it 
reminded Neko of how Jake looked at him when 


they were together. 


A wave of nausea made Neko step back. 

Jake. Every time Neko thought of him, the pain in 
his chest flared and the sense of something wrong 
made Neko’s heart pound. 

“Ariel.” Even in a whisper Indigo’s voice 

was deep, gravelly, strong. Neko peeked back 
through the door. 

Ariel had the other man half turned, his head 
tipped up, and their lips pressed together. Indigo’s 
hand looked like worn leather against the pale 
flawlessness of the Angel’s skin as it crawled up 
Ariel’s arm to cup his cheek. Indigo turned his 
head to the side, and the expression on his face 
was pain. “Ariel, we need to stop.” 

“No we don’t.” Ariel stood and unbuttoned 

his jeans. 

The muscles along the man’s arms shuddered, 
and a tick started up in his jaw. After a few 
seconds of resisting, his head turned, putting his 


gaze on Ariel. His slate-gray eyes followed the 


movement of Ariel’s hands as he shoved his jeans 
off and kicked them aside. 

When Indigo raised his head to meet the 

Angel’s gaze, Neko decided it wasn’t pain he saw 
in the man’s face, but adoration and helplessness. 
“God, Ariel.” His hand smoothed over the 

Angel’s hip and drew him closer. 

Ariel made a shushing sound as he petted 

Indigo like he was some sort of wounded animal 
that needed calming. 

“Why, why do you keep coming back? | sent 

you away, remember? What do | have to do to 
make you leave again?” 

“You can never make me leave your side.” 

“Why can’t you hate me?” 

“Because what | feel for you makes me 

incapable of it.” 

Indigo’s hands tightened, and his shoulders 
shook. When he spoke again, his voice was torn. 


“You should learn. You don’t deserve to be cursed 


with me.” Another shushing sound from the Angel. 
Indigo shook his head. “Don’t pretend like what 
happened to you isn’t my fault.” 

“In the end it was my choice.” 

Indigo tilted his chin up, and his cheeks were 
Shiny. “Show me.” 

“There’s no need.” 

“Goddamn it, don’t tell me what | need and 

don’t need to see!” 

For a very long time they just stared at each 
other; then the wings on Ariel’s back shuddered, 
opened, and Neko was horrified by the sight of 
ugly scars and twisted bones that had been hidden 
by the feathers and were now exposed. A 
crisscross of marred flesh cut across the skin 
between them all the way down to the swell of 
Ariel’s ass. Jagged lines, delivered with the same 
kind of brutality that had twisted and shattered his 
wings. 


“I did that to you,” Indigo said. 


Indigo had hurt Ariel? 

Like Jake had hurt him? Neko jerked away 

from the door. Now where had that thought come 
from? The haze over Neko’s memories thinned, 
filling him with fear. 

Jake had hurt him. 

Jake had betrayed him. 

Jake had broken him. 

Just like Ariel’s wings. 

Chapter Twelve 

Indigo let Ariel pet him, soothe him, and he 

even let himself believe they could be together. 
That he didn’t hate Ariel and love him all in the 
same breath. That he could live with the 
knowledge that he’d damned the Angel to hell on 
earth. 

A few seconds, mere moments, but eventually 
the truth ate its way back into his mind, followed 
by the pain. 


He pulled away from Ariel’s touch. “You 


should go.” 

“Let me stay.” 

“Do | need to hurt you again?” 

“Just let me lie with you, Indigo.” 

“Go take care of the nephilim. He’s the one 

who needs your pity. Not me.” / don’t deserve it. 
Ariel deserved someone who wouldn’t hurt him, 
and all Indigo knew was how to cause pain, how 
to destroy, and how to kill. 

“He’s clean,” Ariel said. 

Indigo was thinking about something else. 

How the light played on the Angel’s skin, how his 
blue eyes were the color of midnight, how he must 
long for the world he’d been cast out of. “I’m 
sorry, what?” 

“The nephilim. He’s clean. They didn’t have 

time to infect him.” 

“Good.” Now all he needed to do was get the 
Church to call Eami on the breech of Covenant. 


Then they could finally finish this war, kill or be 


killed. Indigo moved to lie down, and his muscles 
ached in protest. Too much juice. It wouldn’t be 
long before his whole body felt like a toothache. If 
Eami sent someone after him now, he wouldn’t 
stand a chance. 

Ariel’s hand felt cool on his cheek, neck, then 
chest. Indigo cracked an eyelid. “I thought | told 
you to leave.” 

“You did.” Ariel stretched out next to him, 

moved, and somehow Indigo wound up cradled 
against his chest, flanked by the Angel’s wings. 
How many a night had they fallen asleep like this? 
“You really don’t know when to quit, do 

you?” 

“You can hurt me for it when you feel better. 

For now you need this. You need me. Now tell me 
about the summoning they were performing.” 
The nephilim. He wanted to know about the 
nephilim. Indigo tried not to feel disappointed. “A 


club full of familiars, untouched humans, and an 


upper layer of Hell held by Demonic script and 
anchored to the mortal world. That’s where they 
were doing the summoning.” 

“How many Demons?” 

“Fifty, maybe sixty.” 

“Which is it, fifty or sixty?” 

Indigo rolled a look up at Ariel. “Like | stood 
around and did a head count. How the fuck do | 
know?” 

“Eami was there?” 

“Yeah. The SOB was there.” 

“Was he acting as the conduit?” 

“Is that a nice way of asking me if he was 
fucking the boy?” 

“Indigo.” 

“No. It was a mortal man.” 

Ariel sighed, and he caressed Indigo’s arm. 
“Jake.” 

“What?” 


“His name was Jake.” 


“And how do you know that?” 

“The nephilim called to him during the 
cleansing. | think they were lovers.” 

“He’s a kid.” 

“No, he’s a nephilim. He’s not going to look 

like a man. He’s at least twenty-one.” 

“Is that what he told you?” 

“No, but to host something that takes some 
fifty-odd Demons to bring forth, they would want 
him at the trinity.” 

Ah yes, a meeting of three. Seven, seven, 
seven, like a big fuck you to anything holy. They 
also would have wanted him untouched. Not 
because it was important to the summoning, but 
because destroying such a gift was a badge of 
honor, a kind of sacrificial lamb to please the 
higher-ups. The tragedy would have made the 
conquest twice as pleasurable. 

Dear God, who had they been trying to 


bring across? Someone powerful. “Jake wasn’t 


his lover. They would have wanted him unused.” 
Ariel stayed silent. When Indigo looked up at 
him again, he smiled. 

Indigo said, “What?” 

“Haven't you learned by now, two people can 
still be lovers and never touch each other in a 
sexual way?” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, really.” 

“How come you don’t practice what you 

preach then?” 

A snort, almost a laugh. Even how the Angel 
breathed was musical. “Because | can touch you. | 
want to touch you.” 

Indigo looked away. The brick wall on the 

other side of the room was suddenly very 
interesting. “Did the nephilim say anything else? 
About this Jake or about the summoning?” 

“I covered his memories. It wasn’t easy, and 


it won’t last. When he remembers, it’s apt to break 


” 


him. 
“You can’t strip away what happened?” 

“No, only a small part of him is human.” 

Which meant he shouldn’t have been able to 

have a soul. Indigo knew it was there, he’d felt it. 
A pulsing, writhing force, only bestowed to mortal 
man, endowing them with free will. The most 
powerful force among Heaven or Hell, not to 
mention envied by both the Demonic and the 
Angelic. 

It was the kind of thing that bred unrest and a 
desire for retribution. With the Demonic it meant 
delivering as much agony as they could, and the 
Angelic? While they wouldn’t hurt mankind 
directly, they could most definitely cause suffering 
by not answering mankind’s calls. 

An Angelic being with a soul meant he also 

had free will. He wasn’t just an anomaly—he 
threatened the very laws of the heavens. If Indigo 


told the Church about the breach in Covenant, 


they’d find out about the nephilim. If they found he 
had a human soul, they’d label him an abomination. 
A product of the unholy. He’d be killed, or worse, 
locked away in one of the many vaults of the 
Church, to be studied and picked apart. 

“How do you think it happened?” 

Ariel hummed. “What?” 

“The b—I mean nephilim.” 

“I don’t know. Not by natural means.” 

“You mean two nephilim didn’t get together 

and make baby nephilims.” 

“That’s exactly what | mean. Even if the 

immortal could procreate together, it doesn’t 
explain him having a soul.” 

“And why a nephilim with a soul?” It 

couldn’t have been easy to make him, if it was 
even possible to make him. 

“He’s stronger.” 

“You mean his body?” 


“Yeah, a human body is more likely to 


collapse when a Demon enters it.” 

Indigo thought about Dante and how his chest 

had burst like a pinata. It happened more often than 
not. “Do you think he would have lived?” 
“Possibly.” 

Which meant the body wouldn’t rot. The 
nephilim’s soul would have been trapped inside 
with the Demonic presence to be tortured for all 
eternity. A living body capable of housing the most 
powerful of Parliament. This wasn’t just a breach 
of the Covenant; it was an all-out act of war. 
Indigo scrubbed a hand over his face. Great, 

just great. Another fucking issue on his already 
growing shit pile of issues. 

Ariel shushed him. “Just lay back. Sleep.” 

“I don’t want to sleep.” 

“You're tired.” 

“I’m always tired.” Ariel’s fingertips drew a 

line between Indigo’s pecs, caressing his scars, 


touching the Angelic script etched into his skin. 


The contact left tingling trails that made Indigo’s 
muscles quiver. The Angel’s palm pressed against 
the hollow of Indigo’s stomach, brushing the tender 
place above his groin. He groaned Ariel’s name. 
“Let me.” 

“No.” 

“You don’t mean it.” 

Ariel was right. Indigo didn’t mean it. Lower, 
Indigo’s cock throbbed in anticipation, but Ariel 
didn’t touch it. Instead he traced the line of 
Indigo’s hip bone. 

It wasn’t fair that the Angel commanded him 

like this. It was a weakness that enraged Indigo, 
making him burn with the same fury that had let 
him use Ariel’s true name against him. 

Only to push him away, to keep him from 
sacrificing himself for me again. But it didn’t feel 
like the full reason, the real reason. 

Indigo grabbed Ariel by the wrist, twisted his 


limb until he winced and was forced around on his 


side or risk having his arm broken. The Angel’s 
gaze was calm, gentle, so full of... 

No. 

Ariel did not love him. Indigo refused to let 

him. 

Indigo growled. “Come here.” Ariel didn’t 

resist when Indigo yanked him over his lap and 
pushed his fingers into the long downy feathers of 
Ariel’s wings. Ariel cried out, but it wasn’t a 
painful sound. The jagged ridges of scars blazed a 
path to Ariel’s ass. The position wouldn’t let 
Indigo go any farther. He moved out from under 
Ariel and shoved himself off the bed, ignoring the 
complaints from his muscles, his joints, and his 
bones as he stood up. 

“Indigo, let me—” 

“Shut up.” Indigo yanked Ariel to the edge of 

the mattress. When the Angel tried to sit up, Indigo 
pushed him back down. When he tried to roll over, 


Indigo planted a hand on the back of his head and 


gripped his hair. Like silk, it flowed between 
Indigo’s fingers, tickling his skin. Just the feel of it 
made him burn. 

Ariel said, “You should be resting.” 

Why? Because he was helpless? Hurt? A 

charity case? “Shut up, Ariel. You started this. 
Now I’m going to finish it.” 

Feathers whispered as Indigo slid his hands 

down the length of Ariel’s wings to where they 
joined his scapula, where the scars were worst. 
Like whatever had broken him had chewed him up 
and spit him out. As hideous as they were on such 
a beautiful form, they were equally alluring. 
Darkness in the light. Suffering among the 
blessed. 

Indigo traced the length of Ariel’s torso to the 
swell of his ass. Indigo gripped him, pressing his 
thumbs against Ariel’s flesh hard enough to bruise. 
When Indigo kissed the dimple of muscle above 


Ariel’s crack, he moaned. Another kiss and Ariel 


squirmed. This time Indigo flicked out his tongue. 
Ariel’s taste was sweet, like how cherry blossoms 
smelled. Indigo moved lower and teased the 
Angel’s crack. He pushed Ariel’s ass cheeks 

wider and ran his tongue from the Angel’s taint to 
the top of his crack and back. The second time 
Indigo lingered at Ariel’s opening, teasing, tasting, 
indulging in the bittersweet scent. 

“Indigo.” 

Indigo blew air over the dampness now 

Slicking Ariel’s opening. Ariel cried out, hips 
surging against the mattress. He tried to rise up on 
his knees, but Indigo grabbed his thigh, pulling him 
down until his legs were too far over and he was 
bent in half at the edge of the mattress. 

“I want to see you,” Ariel said. 

“No.” 

“Please, Indigo.” 

“No.” Not because Indigo didn’t want to look 


at the Angel, he just didn’t think his heart could 


take it. He moved closer, cock in hand. Indigo 
teased the Angel’s hole with the blunt end the same 
way Indigo had teased Ariel with his tongue. He 
stroked himself, milking precum from his cock, 
until the fluid glistened from the slit and slicked 
Ariel’s opening. He wondered if it was going to be 
enough and almost considered stopping; then Ariel 
moaned, arched upward, offering himself. 

Indigo decided he could hate himself later. 

He nudged Ariel’s opening with the head of his 
cock, rocking his hips, begging for entry. 

“You won't hurt me,” Ariel said. “Please, 

Indigo. More.” 

More, everything, all of him. He’d already 
surrendered his soul to the Angel, so there was 
nothing left to give him but this. Indigo breeched 
Ariel’s opening. The sensation of being squeezed 
and wrapped in heat made Indigo hiss. Under him, 
Ariel sighed like he’d finally found contentment. 


The first thrust shoved a grunt from both of 


them. God, how he needed this, wanted it. Ariel 
was So right. Indigo craved the contact, the sex, 
being held in his arms. He didn’t want to need 
Ariel. What he wanted was to move on, move past 
this moment in time, but if he did, what would he 
have left? 

Nothing. 

The thought terrified him. 

Ariel pushed himself back to meet his thrusts, 

and Indigo didn’t stop him. Instead he locked a 
hand on the Angel’s shoulder and pulled him off 
the bed. 

Ariel made a beautiful wordless sound, 

pleading, begging. Indigo had no idea where he 
found the strength or the energy, but he gave Ariel 
what he wanted, fucking him hard and fast. The 
Angelic script on Indigo’s body burned, and 

Ariel’s incantations glowed in response. The 
internal fire chased the lines of Ariel’s true name 


under Indigo’s skin. 


“More! Please more!” 

Indigo’s breath shuddered out. “You trying to 

kill me?” 

Ariel shook his head, and he swayed back, 
meeting Indigo stroke for stoke. “I just want you. 
Now. Forever. Please, Indigo.” His wings 
shuddered. Indigo knew it meant he was close to 
coming. 

Indigo reached around and gripped Ariel’s 

cock, but the Angel closed his hand over Indigo, 
stopping Indigo from stroking him. “Wait. | want to 
wait.” 

For what, Indigo’s heart to give out? He 

gasped for breath, body aching, muscles trembling, 
and wanting to collapse from the exertion. But he 
didn’t slow down, he didn’t ease up. If anything he 
fucked Ariel harder. 

Pleasure made his skin tight, his nuts ache, 

and it spiraled out from where he and Ariel were 


connected to each other, consuming Indigo, making 


him wish they never had to stop. If he died like 
this, it would be worth it. 

A wave of euphoria crashed through Indigo 

like ice being thrown into the fire. Like the polar 
elements, his guilt fractured against his love for 
Ariel in violent reaction. Indigo’s muscles knotted 
along his back and thighs, adding sharp stabs of 
pain to the pleasure. The force of coming bowed 
him over Ariel. Every muscle in Ariel’s body 
rippled, echoing Indigo’s orgasm. The symbols 
under Ariel’s skin darkened before bleaching out 
white, then fading away. 

Indigo dropped his head against the meeting 
point of Ariel’s wings. Feathers kissed his cheeks 
and brushed his lips. Ariel was still hard in his 
hand. The heated length of flesh throbbed. Ariel 
said nothing while Indigo caught his breath, no 
pleas for release, no declaration of need. He 
simply waited, but then Ariel always waited. 


Indigo figured it was because Ariel knew he was 


weak. 

Indigo stepped back, and his softening cock 

Slid free of Ariel’s body. “Turn around.” 

Blue eyes glanced back at Indigo over a ridge 

of ivory feathers. “You don’t—” 

“Please, don’t make me ask you again.” Fora 
moment Indigo was sure he would, but then Ariel 
turned around. “Sit.” He did. Indigo touched 
Ariel’s shoulder, more to steady himself than to 
convey affection. His knees popped as he knelt 
between Ariel’s thighs. 

Indigo didn’t have to look up to know Ariel 
watched him. He felt the weight of Ariel’s stare on 
the top of his head, the weight of Ariel’s emotions 
against his heart. Indigo leaned forward and kissed 
Ariel’s stomach. Ariel’s muscles jumped, and his 
cock tapped against Indigo’s chin. 

“You've got to stop coming to me,” Indigo 

said. 


“Why? ” 


“You shouldn’t have to ask me that.” 

“lam yours.” 

“Only because your name is burned into my 
flesh, your incantation attached to my soul.” 
Ariel sighed, and it was tragic. “Is that what 

you think?” 

“It’s what | know.” Indigo slid his hands up 
Ariel’s thighs and wrapped his fingers around 
Ariel’s cock. Ariel made a small sound, almost a 
whimper. Indigo kissed the plum-sized head and 
flicked out his tongue to taste Ariel. He was 
sweeter than honey. 

Indigo wanted him, needed him, craved to 

take what Ariel had to offer, but he was so tired. 
So fucking tired. And he hurt. Now with the 
euphoria from the sex receding, he felt like his 
limbs were made of lead and his bones were 
broken glass. 

“I’m sorry,” Indigo said. “I should have done 


this first.” Sorry was right. He was too tired to 


suck Ariel’s cock. 

Ariel slid his hand along Indigo’s cheeks. He 
tugged Indigo forward, and when his legs failed 
him, Ariel slipped an arm around Indigo’s ribs and 
pulled him up onto the bed. Indigo had thought 
looking into Ariel’s eyes would be bad, but it was 
nothing compared to lying beside him, feeling his 
smooth skin, his warmth, bathing in his beauty. 
Ariel leaned forward and kissed him on the 

cheek. He said, “Now watch.” 

Indigo dropped his gaze to Ariel’s cock. It 

was dark pink against the pale white of his hand. 
Ariel bent his knee and spread himself wider. 
Indigo thought for sure his heart was going to stop 
on the first stroke. Ariel’s entire body undulated 
against the mattress, pushing the length of his dick 
through his fist. Slow, Ariel moved so slow, 

pulling back the foreskin, teasing it over the thick 
end. Precum made Ariel’s fingers glisten and left 


an iridescent sheen on his skin. 


“This is for you,” Ariel said. “Do you see me, 
Indigo? Do you see how my body begs for your 
touch, craves to be connected, invaded, fucked?” 
Indigo’s breath hissed out between his 

clenched teeth. Yeah, he did, and goddamned, if he 
didn’t go blind from the sight, he was going to be 
lucky. If he did, at least this would be the image 
forever burned into his head. 

Ariel quickened his pace, the muscles in his 
stomach clenching. He arched his body and thrust 
his cock in his hand. Indigo couldn’t resist 
touching the Angel, feeling the tightness of Ariel’s 
muscles under his fingertips, the smoothness of 
Ariel’s thighs, the weight of Ariel’s testicles in his 
palm. Indigo moved his hand up, over Ariel’s ribs 
to his pecs, nipples. Indigo thumbed the one 
closest to him, while keeping his gaze on the 
display Ariel fed him. 

“Harder.” Ariel’s plea was barely a whisper. 


Indigo pinched one tight bud, then the other, 


twisting, pulling. “More.” 

A simple word that could have meant harder, 
faster, but Indigo knew just by the tone, Ariel’s 
“more” meant touching his wings. It took courage 
he didn’t think he had to lift his head and strength 
in his tired body to move higher, shifting his 
weight until his thigh draped over the Angel’s. The 
movement of Ariel’s fist slid against Indigo’s hip. 
Ariel had his head tipped back, and his pulse 
thrummed in rapid beats at the base of his neck, the 
vein a soft blue line under his china skin. Indigo 
traced the line to the Angel’s jaw, to the soft place 
below his ear. Feathers swallowed Indigo’s hand 
as he slid his fingers into the strings of down. It 
felt nothing like what was on a bird: too soft, too 
fine. He touched twisted bone covered in hard 
muscles. 

Ariel’s eyes opened, and the desperation in 

them made Indigo ache. God, if he hadn’t been 


exhausted, he would have been on Ariel all over 


again. When he was younger, his recovery time 
had been far better. Now older, wasted on the 
juice, he’d been lucky to get it up at all. 

Indigo realized Ariel was right. There were 

many ways to make love. He wondered how long 
it had been since he’d done that for Ariel, made 
love to him, not just fucked him. Years. Perhaps 
he’d never done it at all. 

Indigo followed the contours of Ariel’s wing 

bones. Even deformed, the contact still had an 
effect on the Angel. His mouth opened, his 
breathing quickened, and a deep flush rode up his 
neck and colored his cheeks. He moaned, low, 
long, lean. All the while his eyes stayed open, gaze 
locked on Indigo. He wished Ariel wouldn’t look 

at him, and yet he never wanted Ariel to look 
away. To drown in all that adoration had to be 
what Heaven was like. 


Ariel’s tongue flicked out over his bottom lip, 


leaving it wet as he pinched it between his teeth. It 


was a mistake, Indigo knew that, but he had to, he 
just had to. 

He caught Ariel’s mouth with his own. Their 
tongues swept together, and Ariel’s taste set off a 
Supernova of want inside Indigo’s body, but he 
was too tired to deliver. Too tired to do more than 
stroke the Angel’s wings and plunder his mouth. 
Pushing deep, drinking him. 

Ariel bucked off the mattress, and Indigo 

looked down just in time to see him come. Ropes 
of iridescent white left pools of ivory against 
Ariel’s porcelain skin. His stomach muscles 
clenched, and he undulated against the bed. Ariel 
tightened his hand on his cock. He swept his thumb 
over the slit, taking time to fondle the head of his 
cock. Beads of cum formed at the tip and trickled 
down his fingers. 

The scent of Ariel in the air was sweet, 

spring sweet, and nothing like a mortal man. No, 


the Angel smelled like eternity, like innocence, 


like peace. 

Indigo dropped his head to Ariel’s shoulder, 

and the Angel relaxed, his hand eventually 
stopping, covered in cum, and slick. 

“Give me your hand,” Indigo said. 

Ariel lifted his hand off his cock. Indigo 

caught his wrist and pulled it closer until he could 
suck Ariel’s fingers. First his thumb, then each 
digit, savoring the taste. When his hand was clean, 
Ariel smeared it through the pools of cum on his 
stomach and offered it again. Every time Indigo 
told himself to stop, but he was powerless to make 
it happen. 

Close to Indigo’s ear, Ariel whispered, “Let 

me stay with you tonight.” His wet fingers fondled 
Indigo’s bottom lip and left a damp trail on his 
chin. “Please, let me stay with you.” 

“Why?” 

“Because | love you.” 


“No, you don’t.” 


“Why? Because you say so?” 

“No, because if you do, the Church will break 
you whenever they need a way to punish me.” 
Velvet lips pressed against Indigo’s forehead. 

“It would only be a small price to pay.” 

“You won't risk inciting the Church to help 

me find out what happened with Dante, but you 
will to stay with me?” 

Ariel didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” Another kiss. 

“Just tonight.” 

Indigo needed to tell him no. He did not want 

to see Ariel suffer. He did not want Ariel to be 
punished all over again, maybe even worse than 
before. Indigo had no wings to sacrifice, but he 
had a will, a soul, a heart. He would sacrifice it 
all to protect Ariel. 

There was one way Indigo could make Ariel 

stay away. He should have done it all those years 
ago. After all, an Angel’s vow was absolute. 


“You can stay but after tonight things change.” 


He looked at Ariel when he said it. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You promise to never come to me again. 

Never. You never come to take care of me. You 
never let me lay eyes on you. You never let me 
touch you, Ariel. You will never speak my name, 
and | will never speak yours.” 

Ariel closed his eyes, and tears cut a path 

down his cheeks. “You truly want that?” 

No, Indigo would rather die a thousand 

deaths, burn, be flayed alive, ripped apart by the 
hounds of Hell. All those torments would be easier 
to bear. At the same time, never seeing Ariel again 
would be far less painful than watching him be 
destroyed. “Yes.” 

Ariel nodded. “Then so be it.” 

Chapter Thirteen 

Neko woke to the smell of bacon and toast. 

For a moment he thought Jake had snuck into his 


apartment, but as the fog of sleep pulled away, he 


remembered Jake wasn’t here, and here wasn’t 
home. 

He pushed his way out from under the thick 

down comforter and shivered. Was the room cold, 
or was he sick? Neko pressed a hand against his 
cheek. He didn’t feel feverish. 

There was a pair of sweatpants and a 

sweatshirt folded and lying on the corner of the 
bed. Someone had been in here while he’d slept. 
He grabbed the clothes and went to the bathroom 
to take care of the essentials. Inside he found a 
towel, soap, and toothbrush. Someone hadn't just 
brought him clothes. They’d pretty much moved 
him in. Neko tried not to think about it while he 
made use of the facilities. 

When he walked out of the bedroom, the tall 

guy who'd been with Ariel sat at the table dressed 
only in a pair of jeans. His rangy frame was half 
curled over a cup of coffee. What was his name 


again? Indigo, yeah, like the color. He didn’t look 


up when Neko walked to the table. This close it 
was hard to miss the strange markings across his 
back and down his spine. They looked like some 
type of tattoo or scarification. 

Indigo lifted his cup to his lips, and the 

sinewy muscles in his arms flexed in hard lines. 
“Would you like some coffee? It’s fresh. If you’re 
hungry, there’s bacon and toast on the plate under 
the towel.” 

Neko glanced around, but the apartment 

looked empty except for them. “Where's Ariel?” 
The coffee cup made a hollow sound when 

Indigo put it back on the table. “He’s not here.” 
“When will he be back?” 

“He won't.” The chair scraped against the tile 

as he stood up and went to the coffeepot near the 
stove. “Would you like me to fix you a plate?” 

“I'd rather go back to my apartment.” 

The cabinet door opened, and there was the 


sharp sound of ceramic rubbing together. Indigo 


talked while he piled food on the plate. “If you 
don’t like coffee, there’s some orange juice in the 
fridge. | wouldn’t drink the milk though. It’s 
probably out of date.” 

“Why am | here?” 

Indigo came back to the table, plate in one 

hand, coffee cup in the other. The plate of food 
landed in front of the empty seat next to Neko. “Sit 
down, eat. We'll talk.” 

“I don’t want to sit down. | want to know why 

I’m here.” 

“And I'll tell you after you eat. So please, 

sit.” 

Neko pulled out a chair and sat down. The 
bacon was cold, but he was too hungry to care. 
Indio’s gray eyes were hard while he stared 

at Neko over the edge of his coffee cup. “Do you 
have a name?” 

“Neko.” 


“Is that your full name?” 


What a strange question to ask. Neko chewed 
and swallowed. “Uh, Nekoda.” 

Indigo’s cup hovered near his mouth for a 
moment before he took a sip. “Do you remember 
anything about what happened last night?” 

Neko stopped eating. He rubbed his temple 

and tried to think about yesterday. Morning was 
vivid, but anything past noon was a gray fog. “No.” 
“Do you know how you got to the Four 
Horsemen?” 

“Yeah, | work there.” 

One of Indigo’s thin eyebrows migrated 

toward his hairline. 

“What?” 

“You work for Eami?” 

“No, yes, | mean... How do you know 

Eami?” 

“First, tell me what you mean by no and yes.” 
“He raised me.” The look on Indigo’s face 


made Neko add, “Well, sort of. His staff did. | 


lived at a mansion he owns until | turned eighteen. 
Then he let me go work for him at the club. | never 
saw him as a kid, except in pictures. | only talked 
to him on the phone.” 

“What about your parents?” 

“I was abandoned. He says | was left on his 
doorstep.” Neko laughed a little. “I know, it 

sounds Disney, doesn’t it?” 

Indigo frowned. “Not even close.” Neko 

started to ask him what he meant, but Indigo asked, 
“So are you one of his whores?” 

The accusation made Neko’s cheeks burn. It 

was the way Indigo said it, like it was dirty and 
Shameful. In some ways he guessed it was, but the 
people who worked for Eami made enough money 
to retire by the age of twenty-five. Lots of the 
dancers had gone on to travel the world and live in 
luxury. They were at least happy enough that they 
never came back. 


“Neko?” 


“No. I’m not one of the escorts.” 

“But you work for him.” Another statement. 

Neko nodded. “Yeah, | dance and do window 

sets for him.” 

“Sets?” 

“They’re done in rooms with one-way glass. 
Spectators sit on the outside and watch us dance 
and—” He stood up. “I’m going to get some orange 
juice.” Neko found a glass in the dish drainer and 
carried it to the fridge. The inside was pretty 
empty except for a gallon of milk, a carton of 
orange juice, and a few containers with mystery 
items that looked old enough to evolve. He made 
sure to look in the carton and check for mold 
before he filled his glass. 

Neko sat back down at the table and resumed 
eating. Maybe with any luck Indigo wouldn’t 
notice he hadn’t answered. The weight of the 
man’s stare grew in intensity. 


“I’m not allowed to be an escort,” Neko said. 


“| only do solo scenes.” 

“Which are?” 

“You know, dressing up in costumes, 
masturbating, and sometimes using toys.” He 
waited for Indigo to say something. When he 
didn’t, Neko looked up. 

Indigo’s large, scarred hands turned the 

coffee cup round and round. “What do you know 
about Eami?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Do you know what he is?” 

“What he is?” Neko shrugged. “He’s a 
businessman. He owns a lot of stock. He runs the 
Four Horsemen.” His voice cracked. “That’s not 
what you mean, is it?” A terrible kind of cold 
filled Neko. It clawed at the haze in his head. 
Strange faces flashed through his mind. Faces with 
stitches and bodies with limbs that looked sewed 
on. 


“Headache?” 


Neko flinched. “Yeah, | used to get them a lot 
when I was younger.” 

Indigo nodded. “The headaches are a bitch, 

but the things you see are a million times worse.” 
“How did you know?” 

“It’s normal.” 

“Normal?” 

“For creatures like you.” 

Neko shook his head. “What are you talking 
about?” 

Indigo leaned forward and waved a hand. 

“The markings on your body.” 

Neko couldn’t see them right now, so how 

could Indigo? 

“The markings are a language. I’m sure you 

saw the ones on Ariel when he took care of you.” 
Neko nodded, and he didn’t want to nod. 

“It’s Angelic script, the language of Serenity. 
Every Angelic being has them. It’s invisible to the 


mortal eye.” 


“| saw it.” 

“They tend to show when an Angel is 

working an incantation.” 

“There’s no such thing as Angels.” 

“I would think the wings would be a pretty 

big clue.” 

Neko ran a hand through his hair, then 

scrubbed his face. “I see things when I’m off my 
meds. | see really strange things. Maybe | imagined 
it.” 

“And what about me?” 

“Maybe you aren’t real either. Maybe none of 
this—” As bad as he wanted this to be some wild 
hallucination, he knew it wasn’t. He could feel it 
wasn’t. Just like he knew something terrible had 
happened last night, only he couldn’t remember 
what it was. “Eami is something bad, isn’t he?” 
Indigo’s gaze slid away. He stood and carried 

his cup to the sink, where he washed and rinsed it. 


There was a small clink when he set it in the dish 


drainer. 

Neko waited, but the man stayed quiet. 

“Please tell me. My friend works for him too.” 

The muscles along Indigo’s back shuddered 

and danced like he’d brushed against something 
cold. “Eami is a general.” 

“You're not talking about the armed forces, 

are you?” 

“I wish | were.” 

Indigo turned his head, and Neko could see 

his profile. His nose long, his face constructed of 
Sharp angles with high cheekbones, and dark skin. 
It all came together, giving him a weathered 
appearance that shouldn’t have been so handsome. 
“Eami is one of a handful of higher-level 

Demons who walk the upper level of Hell. Last 
night he was trying to bring forth someone— 
something. He was using the Four Horsemen as a 
gateway.” 


A spectral sensation of hands brushed against 


Neko’s wrists. He rubbed them. For a second or 
two he could have sworn he smelled Jake. He 
turned and looked. There was nothing but the 
room, with a sofa, coffee table, chairs, a TV, and 
beyond that two doors leading to the bedrooms. 
Neko turned back around to find Indigo 
watching him, arms crossed over his bare chest. 
“Are you like Eami?” Neko asked. 

“No.” 

“Are you an Angel?” 

Indigo’s mouth curled ever so slightly. “Not 
hardly.” 

“Then what are you?” 

“Human.” 

“Like me?” 

“You're not human.” 

Neko swallowed. “Then what am |?” 

“A nephilim.” 

He shook his head. “What is that?” 


“A part Angel, part human.” 


This was insane. Angels, Demons, next there 
would be invisible codes. Neko looked at his arm. 
He stood up. “Can | use your phone?” 

“Why?” 

“| need to call a friend. l'Il have him take me 
home.” 

“You can’t go home.” 

“I can’t, or you won’t let me?” 

“Both.” Indigo took a step forward, and fora 
moment Neko saw him dressed in a long coat, hat, 
gun in his right hand, blood on his cheek, his cold 
expression twisted into a gruesome mask of rage. 
Neko stumbled into the wet bar dividing the 

two rooms. When he could see Indigo again, he 
had the dirty dishes in his hands. 

Indigo asked, “You okay?” 

No, he wasn’t okay. 

When Neko spoke, his voice was small. 

“What happened to me?” But even as he asked the 


question, Neko knew. The details weren’t there, 


but the sense of betrayal was. The fear, the horror. 
“Tell me you want me...tell me you love 

me...” 
Indigo abandoned the dishes and walked 

over. He took Neko by the arm and guided him 
back to his chair. “Sit.” Indigo stepped back. Not 
too far, but it was like he knew Neko needed some 
space. “Ariel blurred your memories, but it won’t 
last forever. Last night will come back to you, and 
when it does, it’s going to hit you hard.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Like | said, Eami was using the Four 

Horsemen as a gateway with the purpose of 
bringing others like himself across. Lower-level 
Demons can keep their forms intact by wearing 
human skins, but the high-level Demons cannot 
leave their space. Their ties to Hell, to their source 
of power are too strong. But there is a way around 
it. They can wear human skins and have their 


familiars lay script that will work like a bubble to 


keep them from being obliterated by the mortal 
world.” Indigo’s stare hit Neko like a ton of 

bricks. “Or they can occupy a body.” 

“Occupy? You mean possess?” 

“Yeah. But it’s not quite that simple. It’s not 

like the movies. The human soul is a powerful 
force, and Demons who try to occupy a living body 
often have to fight it for the space. The battle 
usually results in the destruction of the body as 
well as the Demon who tries. When they are 
successful, it means the soul escapes. Without a 
soul the body rots. So their time on the mortal 
plane is very short.” Indigo pulled out a chair and 
sat. “There is also one more way. I’ve never seen 
it done, and I’m not even sure if it’s possible. If 
you'd asked me last week, | would have laughed, 
but after last night?” 

He looked away, and Neko was struck by the 
sadness in his eyes. “If the Demonic could possess 


a body that is immortal, they could walk in the 


mortal plane, separated from their Hell and yet not 
limited in their power.” 

“Are Angels immortal?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do they get possessed?” 

“They can’t. They don’t have a soul.” 

Neko didn’t understand and said so. 

“The soul gives mortal men the greatest of all 
abilities,” Indigo said. “It is our gift for living and 
dying.” 

“What is it?” 

“Free will. Only mortals can choose their 

fates. An Angel cannot choose to be possessed. 
But humans can.” 

“Why 

would 

anyone 

choose 

to 


be 


possessed?” 

“I’ve asked myself the same question. Most 
people are tricked into it, some make deals. Then 
there are those who willingly give themselves up. 
Even with all their tricks, the bodies they do claim 
are grossly limited. Like | said, the human body 


rots. But if they could find an immortal with a soul 


” 


“Then they could walk around?” 

“Yeah. The soul in the immortal body they 
occupy would work like the souls Hell has taken 
control of, powering them for as long as the body 
they occupy lives. If there was such a person, he 
would be priceless in the eyes of the Demonic. 
Treasured, protected, and kept only for the most 
powerful members of Parliament. If a Demon and 
his legions that powerful were to be given that 
kind of vessel, the suffering of man would be 
apocalyptic.” 


“Is that what happened last night?” 


“Yes,” 

A kind of sticky cold settled in Neko’s gut. 

“Did...” He shivered. “Did it work?” 

“No.” 

“What happened?” 

“Again, it all boils down to free will. A 

human conduit was claimed to act as the pathway 
for the Demons to cross to the intended target. 
Eami would have chosen someone the target knew, 
maybe even loved.” 

Neko’s chest tightened. “And then what?” 

“They would have tried to coerce the target 

into agreeing to the possession. Through a 
declaration of partnership, or maybe with the 
promise of their loved one’s freedom. Free will is 

a tricky power, and the Demonic are very clever. 
Agreeing to their terms might be as simple as 
walking through a door into their space or as 
complex as a contract. It’s all a choice, and once 


made, it cannot be undone.” 


Tears burned a path down Neko’s cheeks. 

“Who was their target?” 

“Who do you think?” 

Me. The target was me. “What happened to 
Jake?” 

“Is there a reason why you think he was the 
conduit?” 

“|I loved him.” Neko had hoped that wouldn’t 

be reason enough for Eami to use him, but the look 
on Indigo’s face confirmed his worst fears. 

“I’m sorry.” 

A ragged sound escaped Neko. He stared at 

his clenched hands, fists so tight his nails cut into 
his palm. “The things I’ve seen.” 

“They are real.” 

“Things in human skins.” 

“Demons.” 

“Even out in public, people walking around 

like us.” 


“Lower-level Demons don’t need a power 


source. They can wear the skins of our dead, and 
that is enough to hold them to this plane.” 

“And the marks? The marks on people’s 
foreheads. Are they Demons too?” 

“Familiars. Humans who have given their 
allegiance to certain generals.” 

“It’s all real?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m not sick?” 

“No.” 

“But the medicine...the medicine works. | 

take my pills and | don’t...” See all these terrible 
things. Neko buried his face in his hands. 

“A lot of antipsychotics block the Sight.” 

“How come no one else sees them? How 
come—” He sucked in a ragged breath. “Jake 
never saw them.” 

“Because normal people can’t. Only the 
immortal or humans gifted with the Sight can see 


the immortal.” 


“But if they’re there, if they’re real, right 

there, how...how...” They were everywhere. 

Neko could still feel the terror that had almost 
shredded his sanity as a child when he saw them. 
In crowds, out on the streets, people who came and 
went from the house. Parents of his friends. All 
around, they were all around. They weren’t the 
only ones. There had been darker creatures that 
hung in the shadows, places between buildings that 
led to streets with no end. No one ever seemed to 
see any of it but him. 

“There are a few humans who know because 

of their connection with the Church,” Indigo said. 
“But the average citizen cannot comprehend what 
lies beyond the mortal realm. Because of that 
people only see what they want to see. Sometimes 
something terrible happens, and they catch a 
glimpse of the beyond. When they do, their minds 
don’t always survive, and if it does, they can never 


go back to normal.” 


“But you see them?” 

“I do.” 

“And you’re okay.” 

“Because l'm Palet.” 

“Why can Palet see them and no one else?” 
When Neko looked at Indigo, his face was 

cold again, hard, almost inhuman. He said, “I see 
them, because it’s my job to kill them.” 

Chapter Fourteen 

Indigo had no idea if he’d done the right thing 

by telling Neko the truth. If anything, at least it 
might soften the blow of his memories coming 
back to him. His fear was that their return would 
drive the boy to the edge and destroy him 
completely. 

Boy. Only he wasn’t a boy. Small, slight, and 
almost flawless, it made him look young at first 
glance. But his eyes said different. Blue, almost the 
color of Ariel’s, and fucking old as the sun. There 


was power in Neko’s gaze. Old power, ancient 


power, maybe even the kind of energy that only 
came from the birth of a universe. 

Damn, Indigo wished Dante were alive. That 

old bastard was like a walking encyclopedia for 
the immortal realm. 

The Angelic would know, but the only one 

safe for him to talk to was Ariel, and even if 

Indigo hadn’t made him promise to stay away, that 
son of a bitch had promised Dante not to help him. 
Jesus, what the fuck was Dante thinking? 

Indigo told himself the old man had to have a 
reason, but still. 

Without Dante, without Ariel, there was only 

one other Palet who might be able to help, and it 
wasn’t Michael—thank fuck. Although if Indigo 

had a choice, he would have chosen Michael. At 
least if he got pissed at Choir Boy, he could run his 
ass over with the car again. 

Mara Ska, however... 


Man, he hated that bitch. Dante called her 


eccentric; Indigo just considered her psychotic. 
Proof that too much of a good thing could seriously 
mess someone up. 

“What happens now?” Neko said. 

“I’m going to call a friend to come stay with 

you.” 

“Ariel?” 

“He’s not a friend.” 

“But | thought...never mind.” Neko didn’t 

have finish what he was thinking. It showed in his 
expression, 

an 

accusation, 

or 

maybe 

an 

observation. But I thought you were lovers. 

Or maybe it had nothing to do with Neko and 
everything to do with Indigo’s conscience. He 


tried to rein in what he felt, but he knew Neko saw 


it, because he dropped his head. The movement 
made his ebony bangs curtain his face, making him 
look all the more like a little kid and all the more 
innocent. Which was a joke considering where 
Neko had worked and what he’d done to earna 
paycheck. 

Eami was one sick fucker. 

“We're not together,” Indigo said. “Ariel 

was assigned to me.” 

Neko’s gaze came up. “Assigned?” 

“Yeah. In the old days, before the Covenant, 

Angels were chosen by the Principalities to walk 
beside some Palet. He’s tied to me, and me to him. 
It’s an arrangement and nothing more.” Even as 
Indigo said it, he knew Neko didn’t believe him. 
The idea of being so transparent pushed him 

to his feet. He grabbed the dishes and carried them 
to the counter. It gave him something to do and a 
moment to gain control of his anguish. 


What he’d done to Ariel last night was not 


only unfair, it was plain wrong. After all, the 

Angel was tied to him. 

Tied to him? It made it sound like they were 

held together by bits of yarn that could be snipped 
with scissors. If only it were that simple. If only it 
was a matter of contract or honor, or whatever the 
fuck Angels did to earn the right—or maybe it was 
punishment—to walk beside man. Simplicity had 
nothing to do with it. Given a form capable of 
feeling pain, love, pleasure, sadness seemed to be 
where most of the immortal creatures wanted to 
be. Even if it cost them. Even if the things done to 
them here changed them forever and made it 
impossible for them to go home again. 

And those who fell for the mortality trap were 
always willing to lose everything just for a small 
taste of human pleasures. 

“Are you Okay?” 

Indigo glanced back at the b—nephilim. Pale 


skin blotched, eyes full of loss, and he wanted to 


know if Indigo was okay. “I’m fine.” Another lie. 
He’d made Ariel promise to never set foot back 
into his life, and an Angel’s word was 
unbreakable. 

These 

past 

years 

had 

been 

excruciating, but at least he’d known Ariel was 
watching him and always close. And Ariel could 
come back if he wanted to. Now with Ariel’s oath 
to remain gone, Indigo would never be fine again. 
He resisted the urge to rub the marks on his hands. 
If only there was a way to take them off. 

“You don’t have to call anyone,” Neko said. 

Call? Oh yeah, he was supposed to be 

worrying about Neko, not his own pathetic self. “l 
can’t leave you here alone.” 


“I won’t take anything.” 


As if he had anything to take. “That’s not 
why.” 

If at all possible, the boy was even paler. 

“You think Eami will come for me, don’t you?” 

“I know he will. But don’t worry. As long as 

you're in here, the wards over the door will keep 
him out.” 

“Like they keep me in?” 

So he’d already tried to leave. “Yeah.” 

“If he can’t get in, then why are you 

worried?” 

“Because he’s clever, and all Demons are 
excellent liars.” Indigo pushed off the sink. “I need 
to go make that phone call now.” 

Indigo snatched his cell phone off the bedside 
table and dialed Luci. She didn’t answer, so he 
hung up and dialed again. Still no answer. One 
more time. 

“This better be the fucking apocalypse, 


Indigo, because if it’s not, I’m going to cut your 


balls off and feed them to the dog.” 

“You don’t have a dog.” 

“I'll get one.” 

“| need a favor.” 

“I did you a favor. Last night, remember? You 
wound up cussing me out and telling me to leave. 
You have a lot of nerve, do you know that? Where 
is Ariel? Let me talk to him, ’cause | don’t have 
shit to say to you!” 

Ariel. Why did every fucking thing condense 
down to him? “I need someone to stay with Neko.” 
“Neko?” 

“The b—nephilim.” 

“He has a name?” 

“And a personality.” 

“Don’t get smart with me, you asshole. | can 
always hang up.” 

But she wouldn’t. No matter how pissed Luci 

was at him, Indigo knew he could rely on her. “l 


think Eami may come after him.” 


There was a rustling sound, like maybe he’d 
woken her up. Again. “Your place is a fortress, 
Indigo. It’s impossible for him to get in.” 

“You know there is no such thing as 
impossible. They got into Dante’s.” 

“Then take him with you.” 

“| can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

Because Mara Ska would as soon kill Neko 

as look at him. “I’ve got to make a trip to the 
Sephirot. You know what could happen if | take 
him with me.” 

“lII tell Michael to help you. | won’t give 

him a choice.” 

Indigo chuckled. “As much as I would enjoy 
seeing you do that, this is beyond even Choir 
Boy’s expertise. Normally | would go to Dante.” 
“What about Ariel? Surely to God he could 
help you.” 


“He can’t.” 


“Why not?” 

“He’s not here.” Indigo ran a hand over his 

head and down to his braid. The braid Ariel had 
woven for him. 

“Indigo?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Where's Ariel?” 

“I sent him away.” 

“Call him.” 

“| can’t.” 

“What do you mean, you can’t? We're not 
talking cell phones here. There is no such thing as 
not getting a signal.” 

“I made him promise not to come back.” 

Rage. Indigo felt it like a heavy weight in the 
breath Luci exhaled. “You fucking son of a bitch.” 
“Luci.” 

“You arrogant—” 

“Luci.” 


“How dare you call me up and ask me for my 


help when the reason you need it is because you 
have exiled your Angel!” 

“| didn’t exile him.” 

“Pretty fucking close to it.” 

“I’m trying to protect him, all right?” 

“Liar.” 

“Excuse me?” He walked across the room 

and leaned against the wall. 

“You heard me. You're a liar. You sent him 

away because you can’t deal with the truth.” 
Indigo shut his eyes and curled a fist against 

the wall near his head. “Truth? Is that what you 
call it? What they did to him?” 

“This isn’t about the Church, Indigo.” 

“The hell it isn’t.” 

“No, it isn’t. This is about you. You and him. 

The fact that you cannot deal with loving someone 
because you're a Selfish, arrogant asshole who 
seriously needs to have his ass kicked!” 


“Do not tell me my reasons for sending him 


away.” 

“You've had years.” 

“And it wasn’t long enough.” 

“No, the time you spent apart was too long. 

You need to let go of the guilt about what 
happened to him before you completely lose your 
mind.” 

Indigo exhaled with a shudder. “You were not 
there, Luci. You were not there when the Church 
executed punishment. You were not there when | 
found him broken. You were not there when the 
Principalities kicked him out. You...were...not... 
there.” The plastic case on the cell phone creaked 
in his hand. Indigo forced himself to ease up 
before it shattered. He took a breath. 

“No, | wasn’t there when everyone Ariel 

knew turned on him. But I’m here now, and I’m 
watching the one person he loves most in this 
world do exactly what everyone else did years 


” 


ago. 


Why did it not surprise him that she wouldn't 
understand? Some days even Indigo didn’t. “Will 
you help me or not?” Indigo waited for her to 
answer. 

Finally Luci said, “No. You had help. So if 

he’s been misplaced, | suggest you get off your 
fucking ass and go out and find him.” 

It was a long time after Indigo hung up before 

he pushed himself away from the wall and went to 
get dressed. Showering, shaving, brushing his 
teeth, none of it did anything to soothe his mood. 
He walked into the living room dressed in 

black jeans, a black shirt, spare knife around the 
sleeve of his leather boot, his shoulder holster in 
one hand and the pistol grip sawed-off in the other. 
Indigo was so caught up in the shit Luci had said 
he’d almost forgotten about Neko. 

The b—nephilim...he was a nephilim—shot 

up from his seat at the table, eyes big as saucers. 


His cheeks were red and shiny. He’d been crying 


again. Something told Indigo he’d be crying fora 
while. “Can I trust you to stay here?” 

“What?” 

“Just answer the question. Can | trust you to 

stay here, or are you going to bolt the first chance 
you get?” 

Neko’s gaze slid to the door. “From what | 

can tell, | couldn’t leave if | wanted to.” 

“Look, you’re not a prisoner. The ward over 

the door only works at a low level. If you’d fought 
harder, you could have gotten out.” Thank God he 
hadn’t. “You’re not a Demon. It won’t hurt you if 
you break through it, but if you go out there, you 
could wind up back in Eami’s hands.” 

Neko wrapped his thin arms around his ribs. 

“I won’t go out. | have no reason to go out.” 
“Now, do you know how to use a gun?” 

“What?” 

“A gun.” He held up the shotgun. Going by the 


look on Neko’s face, he’d probably never seen a 


gun up close before. 

“Why do I need to know how to use a gun?” 
“Because apparently | don’t pay enough to get 
you a babysitter.” Fucking Luci. Goddamned Ariel. 
“I’m not a child.” 

“I didn’t say you were.” 

“You look at me like I’m one.” 

“It’s not...1...fuck. Look, you're twenty-one. 

To me that’s a kid.” 

“But I’m not a kid.” 

“Fine.” 

“So | don’t need someone to watch me.” 

“You need someone to watch your back.” He 

laid the shotgun on the back of the sofa and slid on 
the shoulder holster. It was his modified with an 
upside-down sheath on the back for the sawed-off. 
The extra leather would make him sweat, but it 
was a small price to pay for that kind of firepower. 
Where Indigo was going, he was going to need it. 


He slid the shotgun in place and locked the strap. 


When he looked up, Neko said, “I told you | 

won't leave.” 

“Demons are tricky, Neko. They have ways of 
getting into your head and chewing out your 
common sense. | Know you say you won't leave, 
but that doesn’t mean they won’t make you leave. 
There’s a difference.” 

Neko’s face reddened, and he clenched his 

fists. Bright lines of Angelic script flared for a 
moment before they dimmed to a deep, iridescent 
purple. A color normally reserved for the 

Demonic. 

Indigo frowned. That was unusual. 

“What’s wrong?” Neko asked. 

“Nothing.” 

The nephilim looked down at himself, his 

elegant hand touching his chest, feeling around as 
if he could locate whatever it was that had gotten 
Indigo’s attention. 


Indigo took out one of his spare cell phones 


from the drawer in the side table next to the sofa. 
He punched in his number while he talked. “I'll 
leave you here.” Neko visibly relaxed. “But there 
are a few rules. Do not open that door to anyone. 
No matter how much they plead, beg, or promise. | 
don’t care who they claim to be, who they sound 
like. The only people who will ask for entrance 

are the Demonic. They have to.” 

“Free will?” 

“Yes. So don’t open it. We clear?” 

“No matter what.” 

“Exactly.” He took out the charger, plugged 

the phone up near the flat screen, and sat it on the 
console where the Blu-ray player was. Indigo 
wasn’t sure why he had the Blu-ray. He never used 
it. “I’m leaving you a phone. My number is the first 
one on the list. Luci’s is second. If you can’t reach 
me, call her.” 

“Who's Luci?” 


“Another Palet, like me.” 


“Is that the woman who was here last night?” 
“That’s her.” Indigo walked over to the wall 

safe and opened it up. “You never did answer me.” 
“About what?” 

“About whether or not you can use a gun.” 

“No.” 

He snorted. World was definitely going to 

shit. Since Neko didn’t know how to use one, it 
was better not to leave one. Indigo didn’t like the 
idea of leaving the nephilim defenseless. Since 
Luci was being a bitch, he’d have to resort to the 
next best thing. Indigo picked up the leather bag 
near the back of the safe. 

“Well, little buddy, looks like you get to 

come out and play.” He opened it and extracted the 
dark red stone lion. Its head was wide and flat and 
its mouth open. Sharp teeth showed under thick 
lips. Instead of waves for a mane, it had row after 
row of knobby bumps. A set of fierce carved eyes 


stared back at him. To Neko, Indigo said, “I’m 


going to leave him with you.” 

“Him?” 

“Yeah.” 

“A statue?” 

Indigo walked over and sat the lion by the 

door. “He’s not just a statue. He’s a Shishi.” 
Neko walked over. “I’ve seen those in 

Chinese restaurants.” 

“He’s more special than your average happy- 
wok door greeter.” He went back to the safe and 
folded up the leather bag. 

“You keep calling it a he, like it’s alive.” 

“He is. Well, at least the immortal version of 
alive.” Indigo went back and closed the safe, then 
got a clean duster out of the closet and slid it on. 
He didn’t have a spare hat. As long as there was 
nothing fleshy hanging off the thing, he usually 
ignored the bloodstains. Besides, they gave it 
character. Indigo turned around to find Neko 


staring at him with a questioning look. “What?” 


“It’s a rock.” 

“No, he’s a Sentinel. He’ll protect you by 

keeping you in the apartment. If somehow you get 
by him and open the doors, he'll stop the Demons 
before they can get inside.” 

“What’s it do?” 

“Pray you don’t ever have to find out.” He 
stopped one more time, hand on the doorknob. To 
the Shishi, Indigo said, “You, sit, stay, and keep 
the nephilim out of trouble.” 

Just like a well-trained dog, the little red 

statue didn’t even twitch. 

Chapter Fifteen 

After Indigo left, Neko went to the kitchen 

and poured himself another glass of orange juice 
but didn’t drink it. Jake had loved OJ. He’d bring a 
six-pack of plastic bottles to the club like people 
brought beer to a ball game. Jake was the reason 
Neko started drinking it in the first place. 


The clock on the microwave read 9:30. He 


wondered when Indigo would come back. He 
wondered what the man was doing. Indigo had left 
armed to the teeth, so that meant it had to be 
dangerous. Neko hoped he’d be okay. 

He thought about watching some TV. There 

was a Blu-ray player, so maybe Indigo had some 
movies to go with it. If not, there was probably 
cable. Only Neko didn’t feel like watching TV. He 
didn’t feel like doing much of anything at all. 
Sweat on the glass of orange juice ran down 

the side and got caught against his fingers. He 
wiped away the streams like he had his tears. A 
deep ache resounded in his chest. It had a voice 
and even words. Jake was gone. And everything 
he’d thought to be true in the world had been 
shattered. 

Neko’s knees folded, and he sank to the floor. 

His hand brushed against something cool and 
hard. The stone lion was at his hip. He glanced at 


the door. How had it gotten here? 


He picked it up, feeling the sure weight of it 
against his palm and the ridges along its spine 
under his fingertips. Grooves and lines made the 
Shape of clawed feet; more swirls and bumps came 
together as a mane. The eyes weren’t much more 
than holes, and the teeth’s jagged ends protruded 
from a square mouth pulled into a hard grimace. 
All and all it was pretty ugly. And red? Where did 
someone even find red rock? 

The stone lion didn’t move, it didn’t breathe, 

and most importantly it couldn’t love. Neko 
decided that’s what he wanted to be, a piece of 
rock. Unfeeling, unmoving, uncaring. 

Life just hurt too fucking much. 

Neko began to wonder if he should have lied 

to Indigo and told him he did know how to use a 
gun. Maybe Indigo would have left one out, and 
then he could end this. With Jake gone he was sure 
there would never again be peace in his life, no 


love, no hope. The thought made just facing the 


world impossible. 

The stone lion warmed in his hand, and the 
strange script on Neko’s body illuminated in a 
series of light purples and silver. 

He set the statue down. A rock, it was just a 

rock and all this was just some crazy nightmare. 
Angels, Demons, people who killed them. Neko 
stood up and walked over to the door. 

“Promise me, Neko.” 

And he had. As insane as this all was, Neko 

had promised Indigo he would stay here. 

His gaze went to the cell phone. It was a 
disposable, cheap, plastic flip phone. Neko picked 
it up and held it close to his heart. The last time 
he’d spoken to Jake, he hadn’t sounded right. 
There had been something odd about his voice, the 
way he talked, the things he said. 

Nekoda. 

Jake never called him Nekoda. Only Eami 


called him that, or Eami’s business associates who 


came to the club. 

He put the phone back down and was about to 

go into the bedroom when a sound drew his 
attention. Like something slithering across the 
ground or maybe through the walls. It could have 
come from anywhere, but Neko looked at the door. 
He knew it came from the other side. He 

could feel it. When the knock sounded, he didn’t 
even startle. 

Ignore it. Turn around. He'd promised. 

“Demons are tricky.” 

“Neko?” 

The sound of Jake’s voice worked like an 

invisible leash. Neko turned and walked toward 
the door. A burst of pain shot up Neko’s toe. He 
barked out a cry, hopped on one foot, and wound 
up leaning against the back of the sofa. He looked 
down to see the statue right in the walkway. 

He could have sworn Indigo had left it in the 


kitchen. 


“Neko?” Another knock. “Neko, it’s me.” 

God, it sounded just like him. “How do | 

know?” 

There was a laugh, a real laugh. Jake’s laugh. 
“What is that supposed to mean? Who else would 
it be?” 

Neko took a few steps toward the door. He 
watched the floor this time. “Weird things have 
been happening.” 

“I know. Open the door, Neko, and we can 

talk.” 

“| can’t.” 

“Sure you can, just turn the knob.” 

“No, | promised.” 

“What? You promised? Who did you 

promise?” 

Closer, Neko leaned against the wall next to 

the door. He made sure not to touch it. He didn’t 
trust himself. “Is that really you?” Somehow deep 


down he knew it wasn’t, but it didn’t stop him 


from wishing. 

Jake’s voice was closer now, like he was 

leaning against the door as well. “Of course it’s 
me. Who else would it be?” 

“I don’t know. That’s why I can’t open the 

door.” 

“Neko, come on, baby. Please, | want to see 

you. Make sure you’re okay.” 

“How did you find me?” 

Another laugh. “What kind of question is 

that?” 

“It’s a reasonable one. | don’t even know 

where | am. So how did you know to come here?” 
Silence. 

“Jake?” 

Neko glanced down at the red lion. The 

Shishi had returned to its place beside the door. It 
might have been Neko’s imagination, but the stone 
lion looked bigger now and angrier. 


This time the knock was soft. “Please let me 


in.” 

“I can’t.” No matter how much he wanted to. 

“I thought you loved me, Neko.” 

The question cut deeper than it seemed 

possible. “I do. | mean | did.” 

“Did?” 

“You're not real.” 

“You think I’m fake? What kind of bullshit is 

that?” 

“No, | mean—” 

“Who do you think you are? What? You're 

too good for me now? Eami gives the okay for you 
to get your cherry popped, so you what? Go off 
with the first john you find to get your ass plugged? 
“That’s not what happened.” 

“I thought we had something. | thought you 

were different. | thought you cared.” 

Neko clenched a fist against his temple. A 

pain swelled in his head, shoving itself against the 


backs of his eyes. His ears rang. His throat felt 


tight. Hopelessness crawled under his skin like 
insects. A deep, dark void opened up in his chest, 
and he felt powerless against the wave of shame 
and guilt as it swept over him. 

Behind the door Jake cried. His sobs 

conveyed pain, anguish, and betrayal. “Why, 
Neko? | don’t understand. Why don’t you care 
about me?” 

“I do. | mean did.” Neko knew his Jake was 

gone. He didn’t know how and he didn’t know 
why, only that it had been because of something 
he’d done. 

“You told Eami to do it.” 

Neko jerked his gaze to the door. “I what?” 

“You told him to use me. You told Eami. 

Don’t you see? This is your fault. I’m in pain. 
Terrible, horrible pain. You let him do this to me. 
You hurt me, Neko.” 

“| didn’t.” But he might have. Neko couldn’t 


remember. “I couldn’t have.” 


“Your birthday.” 

“He said | could have anything | wanted, 

and I told him | wanted you...” Neko shook his 
head and slid to the floor. 

“Yes, you did. He made me do those things to 
you.” Jake exhaled a shaky breath. Neko felt it like 
it was close to his cheek. He put a hand on the 
door. Somehow he knew Jake would be mirroring 
him on the other side. They’d loved each other. 
“What happened, Jake?” Silence was Neko’s 
answer. “Please, tell me.” 

“Why?” 

“Because | can’t remember.” 

“You just don’t want to remember.” His 

voice was bitter. 

“No. | can’t. | swear.” 

Neko sobbed again and reached for the door 

only to find the stone lion coiled around the knob. 
Its mouth was wider now, its teeth longer. Angry, 


hollow eyes stared at Neko. 


Neko looked at his hand in horror. He’d 

almost done exactly what Indigo had told him not 
to do. He understood then what Indigo meant when 
he’d said he may not want to open the door but it 
wouldn’t stop him from doing it. 

“Demons can be tricky.” 

Neko crawled across the floor to where he’d 

left the cell phone on the arm of the couch. He 
quick keyed Indigo’s number. It rang several times 
before going to voice mail. He hadn’t been gone 
that long; why wasn’t he picking up? 

Neko looked at the clock on the phone. 

Twelve? It was twelve? That couldn’t be right. It 
had been nine thirty just a few minutes ago. He got 
up and went to the kitchen to check the clock on the 
microwave. The clock there read two. Neko shook 
his head and rubbed his eyes. He backed up until 
his hip hit one of the kitchen chairs. When he 
looked down, it was covered in dust and cobwebs. 


The stove and counter were now dirty and littered 


in rat droppings and dead insects. His glass of 
orange juice he’d left on the table had dried out, 
leaving a furry blanket of mold. 

Not real. None of this could be real. 

He tried the cell again and still didn’t get an 
answer. Where was Indigo? 

“Neko.” Jake called to him from behind the 

door. 

“No no no.” 

“Neko please, please don’t leave me out 

here.” 

“I have to.” 

“No, you don’t. You can come with me. All 

you have to do is open the door and you can come 
with me.” 

Neko’s hand shook so bad he could barely hit 

the Send button. Again it went to voice mail. Again 
he tried. All the while Jake called to him. 

Indigo had programmed another number in the 


phone. Neko scrolled down but couldn’t find it. 


Then the screen went blank. 

He stared at the phone in his hand. He told 
himself this couldn’t be real. That like the Jake in 
the hall, it was an illusion. 

Overhead the lights brightened. A second 

later they dimmed. The Angelic script on Neko’s 
Skin flared, and the phone clicked back on. He 
found Luci’s number and dialed. 

“Please, Neko. Please.” 

Against his will Neko took a step toward the 
door. 

“That’s it, baby. Please let me in.” 

Another step. 

“Il love you, Neko. | love you so much.” 

The phone picked up, and whatever was 

pulling him in the direction of the door stopped. 
Neko glanced around. Everything was back to 
normal. The clock on the microwave read twelve, 
just as the phone had. If it wasn’t another trick, 


he’d lost hours. 


“Look, whoever this is, | don’t have time for 

prank phone calls.” 

“Wait, don’t hang up.” Neko cradled the 

phone close to his mouth. 

“Who is this?” 

“Neko. Indigo gave me a phone and told me 

to call you if | needed help.” 

From outside the door Jake said his name, 
begging, pleading. Everything blurred for a 
moment. The symbols under Neko’s skin went hot. 
“Are you there?” 

“Yes.” Neko watched as the walls slid 

toward the floor and the hardwood buckled at his 
feet. He scurried back. “I don’t know what’s going 
on. | didn’t open the door. | swear, but something 
bad—” Neko felt hands on his wrists, hands on his 
body even though nothing was there. The gray fog 
over his memories was ripped away and he was 
back in the club, thrown over the table, and Jake 


was raping him. 


The images of dead fish eyes filled up his 

mind. He flung the phone and ran into the kitchen. 
Neko slapped at the cabinets. He had no idea what 
he was looking for until Jake said, “In the drawer, 
next to the stove.” 

Neko jerked open the drawer, ripping it off 

the track. Spoons, forks, knives rained to the floor 
in a flash of silver. He could hear Luci’s voice, 

tiny and insignificant, calling to him from the cell 
phone. 

Neko’s gaze found a large butcher knife 

among the spoons and forks. 

Jake said, “That one. That’s the one you need. 
Now pick it up.” 

Neko didn’t want to pick it up. He trembled 

with the effort it took to back away. Neko pressed 
himself into the corner. Spiderwebs clung to his 
Skin, and small crawling things slipped into the 
neck of his shirt. 


“Pick up the knife, Neko.” 


“No.” 
“Pick it up.” 

“Please.” 

“All you have to do is pick it up and we can 

be together. You and me. If you really love me, 
you'll do it.” 

“You're dead.” The image of Indigo, a dark 

figure draped in shadow and moving like death, 
flashed before Neko’s eyes. He could smell the 
man, leather, gunpowder. He could see the cold 
rage in his gray eyes. The gun in his hand kicked, 
and there was a flash from the muzzle. Neko felt 
Jake shoved from his back, and he smelled wet 
pennies and fresh earth. 

“That’s right, Neko, I’m dead. So what have 

you got to lose? You’re all alone now. Forever 
alone. Unless you come with me. Please come with 
me.” 

Neko picked up the knife. 


Chapter Sixteen 


There were three things on Indigo’s list of 

“When Pigs Fly.” 

Number one: trusting the Demonic. 

Number two: trusting the Church. 

Number three: asking Mara Ska for anything. 

He pulled into the trash-filled alley knowing 

he’d find exactly what he needed. Here on this side 
of town the buildings were old and several of them 
abandoned. Like most things built in yesteryear, 
they were made with a lot of iron and a lot of old 
stone. Places like these could be used to create 
gateways. Doorways into the crossroads of both 
holy and unholy temples, the foundation for 
Heaven and Hell. 

The Sephirot. 

God, how he hated that place. Indigo had only 
been there once before, with Dante, when he’d 
taken his first walk through the immortal realm. 
Never again, Indigo had told himself, and here he 


Was. 


He popped the door and got out. The heavy 

thump it made when he closed it bounced off the 
brick and echoed down the alley. There were no 
other sounds. Few creatures on the mortal plane 
felt comfortable this close to a doorway; fewer 
dared to cross it. It still happened. Sometimes 
mortals found the courage or maybe the curiosity to 
pass through to the Sephirot, a place the average 
mind could not handle. Most never returned, and 
those who did were never the same. 

Indigo made his way down the alley, trash 
crunching under his heavy boots, more sound in the 
silence. He stopped at the large steel doors. Age 
had turned them black. Dents marred the surface, 
and bits of rust clung to the edge. There was 
nothing special about the doors, no lock, no chains. 
Nothing to keep people out or in. 

Indigo took a breath and forced his hand to 

uncurl. He reached out, not touching the curved 


handle, and waited. The burn of Angelic script 


crawled up the side, joining with the jagged marks 
from the Demonic. They hissed against each other, 
the pale silver fighting against the blackish red. It 
kept going until the entire surface danced with 
living words pushing and shoving, like angry 
scorpions looking to kill each other. The darkness 
behind the door brightened to something like 
twilight. When silence made it almost impossible 
to hear, Indigo knew the bridge had formed. He 
opened the door and stepped into a wide stone 
room looking out onto a landscape of hazy nothing. 
Everything was colored in the kind of warm 

light found under the orange of a setting sun. Only 
there was no sun, no light source, and no shadows. 
For all its beauty, the sense of nothing was 
terrifying. It flattened out the space while at the 
same time making it endless. Indigo walked, 
feeling firm stone underfoot, the vibration of each 
step through his muscles and bones. There was the 


sound of the initial contact of his boot sole to the 


hard surface, but the sound died, unable to carry. 
He stopped at the wide opening where a 

handful of steps led down into a sandy courtyard. 
No wind. No life. No movement from the overcast 
sky. Here but not here, that was the Sephirot. 

The dust did not rise as he made his way— 

going neither right nor left—to one end of the open 
area. Surrounded on all sides by more structures, 
buildings with no doors, no windows, no way in or 
out. Just wide-open rooms, surrounded by pillars 
that lined the fronts like neatly arranged petrified 
trees. A forest of stone and emptiness. At the end 
of the long, narrow courtyard there was an 
archway. It mirrored the one on the opposite end, 
both of them identical in every detail except for the 
writing on the stone square at the crown of the 
ridged molding. Each had a single mark, one for 
Serenity, one for Chaos. The doorway Indigo 
headed toward was marked Serenity. 


The hallway he stepped into stretched farther 


than he could see. Here, space-time followed no 
rules, and one step left Indigo standing just outside 
the massive vestibule doorways covered in ornate 
carvings that created no picture. Indigo didn’t need 
to open the doors. They moved on their own, 
making no sound, stirring no air. 

The markings on Indigo’s body warmed as he 
stepped over the boundary. He couldn’t see the 
Cherubim, but he could feel them. Their contempt, 
their jealousy, their disgust at what he was. He 
walked toward the center of the round room. In 
front and behind, the walls climbed to an 
impossible height, converging at a point where 
more light filtered in through glassless windows, 
casting no shadows. 

“Mara Ska.” The name left Indigo’s lips and 

fell dead in the air. 

She was here; he could feel her. Right in front 

of him the room peeled away, revealing a tall, 


willowy black woman draped in pale robes. 


Bodies hooded in gray kneeled at her feet. Her 
students. Those most holy. Most perfect. 

At least in the eyes of Mara Ska. 

“Indigo Black, to what do | owe the honor?” 
Contempt made her words drip. Pale eyes, almost 
bleached of color, raked Indigo up and down. She 
stepped forward, long, elegant arm extending, 
reaching out like she might touch him but stopping 
just before brushing against the skin of Indigo’s 
cheek. 

Mara Ska had chosen the Sephirot over the 

mortal world, and such a choice came with a 

price. She was no longer mortal and being human 
meant her body hungered for the warmth of 
something living, something that could feel pain 
and pleasure. Rumor had it that kind of deprivation 
could drive a person mad. Indigo was pretty sure 
Mara Ska was a perfect example. 

“| have a few questions, and you’re the only 


one | know to ask,” Indigo said. 


“So you have a need for knowledge?” 

“You could call it that.” 

“What of Dante? Is he unable to answer your 
questions?” 

It was the way she said it, the tone or maybe 
the lilt of her voice. It made Indigo suspect she 
already knew why Dante couldn’t answer him. 
“Dante was killed two nights ago.” 

“| see.” Mara Ska took a few steps, putting 
herself deeper into the rows of her chosen. When 
she stopped, she asked, “Have you sinned, 
Indigo?” 

His jaw ached with the force it took for him 

to hold back his retort. 

She looked at him, eyes unblinking, face like 
stone. “You can tell me, child.” 

“Yeah, always.” 

“Do you repent?” 

That one Indigo didn’t have to think about. 


“No. | don’t repent.” 


She turned away, but he still caught a glimpse 

of the tight, twisted smile on her face. “How is 
Ariel? | do not hear him singing, so | assume he 
still walks among the filth of men?” 

“You used to walk the mortal plane. You 

were born there, remember? | wouldn’t think you’d 
regard human life with such contempt.” 

She stopped moving. Nothing about her 

changed, but Indigo could feel her anger. Like the 
power of the immortals, it made his flesh burn. 
Above him thunder rolled and the walls of the 
temple shivered. 

The Cherubim erupted into existence ina 

flash of fire that would have put most solar flares 
to shame. Six eyes and two mouths each, with a set 
of four wings. They didn’t look remotely human, 
and the weight of their rage heated the air around 
him. 

Mara Ska’s gaze met Indigo’s. “It is not wise 


to mock me in my house.” 


“I thought this was God’s house.” 

“And | thought you didn’t believe in God? 

Although | would think watching your Angel have 
his wings shattered would be proof enough of his 
power.” 

Indigo reminded himself why he was here. To 

get answers to help the nephilim, to figure out what 
Eami was up to, not have a pissing contest with the 
world’s oldest bitch. “I didn’t come here to dig up 
old arguments.” 

“Really? Then why did you come here, 

Indigo? What could possibly warrant you soiling 

my sacred hall with your presence?” 

“Chaos has broken the Covenant.” 

One of Mara Ska’s thin eyebrows rose to her 

silver hairline. “How so?” 

“I saw them trying to perform a possession.” 

“Fools go to them all the time, and others are 
stupid enough to fall for their lies.” 


“This wasn’t an ordinary possession. They 


were summoning someone big across. There were 
enough Demons there to pull someone from 
Parliament or maybe all of Parliament.” 

“And they would have failed.” 

“Not if the host was an immortal.” 

Her mouth curved, and her features softened. 

The expression she wore now was that of a mother 
comforting a foolish child. “Indigo, immortals do 
not have souls.” 

“What if there is one who does? Think of the 
implications. Think of the devastation that could be 
caused.” 

For a long moment Mara Ska stared. “And 

you've gone to the Church with this information?” 
“No.” 

“Is that because you lack faith in them or they 
lack faith in you?” 

“Probably a little of both.” 

Her long fingers stroked the folds of her robe 


near her heart. “And yet you have come to me?” 


She sounded pleased. 

“Because you are Palet and you hate the 
Demonic as much as I do.” She’d been a warrior 
once. She’d fought them. At over two hundred 
years old she’d witnessed firsthand the kind of 
destruction and death the Demonic were capable 
of. At one time Mara Ska had struck fear into the 
heart of every Demon out there. Just whispering 
her name sent many of them screaming back to 
Hell. 

“So here you are standing before me and 

those who are most worthy, asking for advice?” 
God, she was really going to rub this in. 

“Yes.” 

Another long pause where she watched him 

like a cat getting ready to strike. “Tell me, Indigo, 
do you still lay with your Angel?” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 
Other than to pick at old, festering sores that would 


not heal. 


“It is only a question.” 

“And it has nothing to do with the problem at 
hand.” 

“I still want you to answer me.” 

He took a breath. “Not anymore.” 

“Interesting.” 

“Are you going to help me or not?” 

She sighed and began a slow stroll around the 
circle of young Palet knelt in prayer. “My advice 
to you is to forget about your questions and do 
nothing in regard to this matter.” 

He stared at her. “What do you mean, 

nothing?” 

“Nothing, Indigo. Surely even you know what 
that means.” 

“You can’t be serious.” 

“Lam. Mankind does not deserve our pity. Let 
them reap what they sow. Perhaps a few centuries 
in misery and suffering will let them see the way 


again.” 


“You want people to die?” 

“People die every day. Souls are lost by the 
thousands, and men do not care, they do not mourn. 
They hardly even notice. Perhaps a great tragedy 
will change things, bring mankind back to the 
heavens, encourage them to pray, to call to us.” 
She raised her hands, and the Cherubim howled. 
“Eami broke Covenant. Don’t you think we 

need to do something about that? This gives us 
grounds to strike out. They ended the treaty, and 
now we can finally get off our asses and do 
something.” 

She looked at him. “And yet you did not go to 

the Church with your concerns. | find that 
intriguing. Perhaps you were worried they might 
not believe you? Or perhaps you were worried 
they might punish you for breaking oath? Or 
perhaps, perhaps you fear they will ask you for 
proof. In the form of this immortal, this nephilim, 


and they will want to destroy him?” Her gaze was 


cold, nothing like a mortal being. Even Indigo, 
who’d looked into the depths of evil, had not lost 
the look of life in his eyes. Mara Ska had. Her time 
spent within the Sephirot might have kept her from 
aging, but it had not saved her humanity. While all 
that was disturbing, it wasn’t what gave Indigo 
pause. 

Nephilim. 

He took a step back. “You have my apologies 
then. | was under the impression we had the same 
goal.” 

“Really? And what goal would that be, 

Indigo?” 

“To destroy the Demonic and protect human 

life.” 

She laughed. “Ah yes. Then you were 

mistaken.” 

Chapter Seventeen 

There were eight missed calls on Indigo’s 


phone when he checked it. He cursed under his 


breath. Half of them were from the phone he’d 
given Neko, the other half from Luci. 

Since time inside the Sephirot didn’t move 

the same as it did on the mortal plane, he couldn’t 
be too sure how long he’d been gone. Sometimes it 
was less, sometimes more. He checked the clock 
on his phone. He’d lost three hours. Indigo called 
Neko. When he didn’t answer, Indigo dialed Luci. 
Indigo had just cranked the car when Luci 

picked up. “Where the fuck are you, Indigo?” 

“I thought you weren’t speaking to me?” 

“I’m not. | wasn’t. Your nephilim called me. 

You left him alone. How could you be so stupid?” 
“I tried to get a friend of mine to watch him 

for me, but she was in a pissy mood and hung up 
on me.” 

“No, you wanted to use me to avoid the 

person you are supposed to be relying on because 
you are a pigheaded son of a bitch. And now you 


dump your shit on another innocent person.” 


“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
“There were Demons here, and they did a 
number on Neko.” 

His grip tightened on the wheel. “Are you 

with him?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is he okay?” 

“Barely.” 

“Please tell me he didn’t open the door.” 

“No, he didn’t open the door.” 

Which meant they’d fucked with his head. 
Physical wounds were bad enough, but in Neko’s 
already fragile state, mental ones could be far 
worse. “How bad?” 

“Let’s put it this way: if I'd been here a 

minute later, you’d have a dead nephilim on your 
kitchen floor. Neko tried to cut his throat.” 

Indigo slammed his foot down, and the 

Chevelle lunged into the street. “l'Il be there in 


five.” Indigo tossed his phone onto the passenger 


seat and concentrated on clearing the next few 
miles in record time. 
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He was still cursing himself as he took the 
steps to his loft two at a time. Luci met him at the 
top. “You’re a fucking idiot.” He tried to push past 
her, but she got in the way. 
“How is he?” 
“Michael’s with him.” Great, as if shit 
couldn’t get any worse. “He gave Neko a 
tranquilizer. He’ll sleep through the night.” 
Tension leaked out of his shoulders. “Thank 
you for coming.” 
“| didn’t have a choice. He called. He was in 
trouble. What the fuck were you thinking, Indigo?” 
“| went to see Mara Ska.” 
Luci’s eyes widened. This time when Indigo 
tried to walk past her she didn’t stop him. 
She followed him across the living room. 


“Why? ” 


“Why what?” 

“Why in God’s name would you go see her?” 
“Because | had a hunch.” 

“What kind of hunch?” 

The kind that didn’t play out as he’d hoped or 
expected. Indigo could believe the Church’s 
involvement, but to think Mara Ska might have had 
anything to do with the nephilim’s creation... 
“Something is rotten, and I am trying to figure out 
what it is.” When Luci gave him a questioning 
look, Indigo said, “She knew.” 

“Knew?” 

“About Neko.” 

“You're not making any sense.” 

“About Neko being a nephilim. Mara Ska 

knew.” 

Luci stared at him with wide dark eyes. “You 

have to be mistaken.” 

“I’m not.” 


“You have to be, you just—” 


“I'm not! She knew, maybe not his name, 
maybe not him directly. But I’m sure she knew 
what the Demonic had been planning. She knew 
specifically he was a nephilim.” 

“Maybe you just heard wrong?” 

“| didn’t hear wrong! Mara Ska fucking 

knew!” 

“What are you saying?” 

Indigo wasn’t sure what he was saying or 

trying to say. 

Michael stepped out of the bedroom, supply 

bag over one shoulder. If looks could have killed, 
Indigo knew his ass would have been drawn, 
quartered, and set on fire. 

“He’s asleep,” Michael said. 

Indigo nodded. “Thank you for coming.” 

“| didn’t do it for you. | did it for Luci and for 
him. As far as I’m concerned, you can rot in hell.” 
“Yeah, thanks anyhow.” 


Michael tossed Luci a worried look before 


setting his bag down on a table next to the couch. 
“You have another problem.” 

The way Michael said “problem” made 
Indigo’s stomach knot. “What?” 

“He’s been kissed.” 

“What?” 

“The Demonic mark is how they found him so 
quickly.” 

“How come Ariel didn’t say anything? He 
cleansed the boy.” 

“It’s not a normal mark. It’s made into him.” 
Made into him. Indigo squeezed off a curse. 
“Can we get rid of it?” 

“It’s beyond my capabilities, and if it escaped 
Ariel’s detection, it’s probably beyond his now 
that he’s a Fallen.” 

Luci punched Indigo in the arm. “You 
shouldn’t have left him alone.” 

“If I'd known he'd been kissed, | wouldn’t 


have.” Unlike tags, kisses didn’t reveal themselves 


because they weren’t a pledge of loyalty, rather a 
kind of brand left behind by a particular Demon 
who has staked claim to a person. It gave a Demon 
the ability to reach out and affect him beyond 
wards or protective script. Neko had been nothing 
more than a sitting duck. 

To Michael Luci asked, “So what can be 

done about it?” 

Michael fumbled with his bag, then slipped 

the strap back over his shoulder. “My suggestion is 
to kill him.” 

“What?” Luci gasped. 

Indigo narrowed his gaze at Michael. “Don’t 

you think that’s a bit harsh?” 

A tick jumped in Michael’s jaw. “He’s an 
abomination.” 

“Really?” Indigo said. 

“What he is breaks the laws of Heaven and 

Hell, Indigo. He’s dangerous. Luci told me what 


you walked into at the Four Horsemen. You of all 


people should know what his existence could 
mean.” 

“Yeah, apparently it’s the sign for the end of 
compassion.” 

Michael took a step forward. “He’s a 
monster!” 

“He’s a boy!” 

“No, he’s a nephilim! And technically not 
even a nephilim. He has a soul. That’s not 
possible.” 

“So because he’s too human, you want to go 
‘off with his head’?” 

“It doesn’t have to be like that. With the right 
combination of drugs he'll just go to sleep and not 
wake up.” 

“Like a dog, huh? That’s so much more 
noble.” Indigo sneered. 

“Indigo, you know he could become 
dangerous.” 


“So you want to kill him, because he might be 


dangerous?” 

Michael’s dark gaze slid away, and the hand 
gripping the strap of his bag tightened until his 
knuckles were white. 

Indigo laughed. “Oh, I see. You think he 

Should die but not by your hand. So what? You 
want me to do it?” 

“You're the one who’s always Saying it’s 

your job. | could leave you the syringe. You can do 
it while he’s asleep and—” 

“You fucking prick.” Indigo started forward, 

but Luci grabbed his arm. 

“Don’t.” 

He tried to shake her off. “What? Get pissed 
because he’s too much a coward to deliver his 
own threat?” 

“And what would you have done if | killed 

him before you got here?” 

Indigo gave Michael his attention. “I would 


have ripped you limb from limb.” 


“That’s right. You’re the one who took him 

out of the club, not me. Here you are, wanting me 
to do the deed so you can act like you’re some sort 
of fucking hero. And you think I’m a coward?” 

This time Indigo yanked hard enough to 

remove his arm from Luci’s grip. When he stormed 
toward the bedroom, he clipped Michael with his 
shoulder, knocking him into one of the end tables, 
which pushed the lamp to the floor. Luci called his 
name, but he ignored her. 

The room was dark inside except for the light 
leaking out from the bathroom. It cut a stark path 
across the wood floor and the bed where Neko 
was all but lost in the waves of blankets. He was 
too thin, too pale, and the bruises under his eyes 
were darker now. Angelic script flared under his 
Skin in Indigo’s presence. Neko’s elegant hands 
clenched, and his mouth was drawn. A deep valley 
cut across his forehead, making him look decades 


older. The expression on his face was that of a 


young man carrying the weight of the world. 

Indigo stopped at the end of the bed and 

stared. As much as he hated Michael, the man was 
right. Neko was an abomination. A creature that 
shouldn’t exist. Shouldn’t be able to exist. For 
some reason the knowledge made Indigo that much 
more determined to protect him. 

Neko represented something unique. Maybe 

he was a sign for things to come. Once upon a time 
Palet believed in those kinds of things, but not 
anymore. They’d become reliant on science like 

the rest of the world, forgetting their place, 
forgetting what this war was really about, which 
was saving mortal souls. Neko might not be human, 
but he had a soul and he was not involved with the 
Demonic, which meant he was an innocent. Indigo 
was sworn to protect those like Neko with his life. 

It was his calling, and while others might have 

been willing to forget, willing to take peace over 


the fear of dying, he wasn’t. 


“Indigo?” Luci touched his arm. 

“Yeah.” 

“He didn’t mean it like that.” 

He snorted. “Really?” When Indigo looked at 
her, she was watching Neko. “So Michael was 
referring to the not so permanent kind of death?” 
“That’s not fair.” 

“Not fair?” 

“He came here to help, and he didn’t have 

to.” 

“And I’m grateful. Especially since his kind 

of help didn’t involve sticking a knife in Neko’s 
back.” 

She sighed. “What are you going to do with 

him then? He’s kissed. You’ll never be able to 
hide him, and they won't stop till they have him 
back.” 

“Then l'Il get rid of it.” 

“How? It’s made into him. So well that Ariel 


didn’t even detect it.” 


“I'll find someone who can remove it.” Or 
something that could remove it. 

“That would take one of the Principalities, 
something like a Seraph. You can’t possibly—” 
She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God, you are 
insane.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Talk to Ariel.” 

“Like Michael said, this is beyond him.” 

“Jesus, a Seraph is as apt to kill you as look 

at you.” 

There were worse things that could happen. 
Meeting the gaze of that kind of holy power would 
blind a man. If he was lucky. If he wasn’t, he’d 
also lose his mind. “I don’t have a choice.” 

“You do.” 

“Yeah, right. What choice is that? Kill him? 

Is that what you think | should do as well? He 
survived a cleansing, and now I’m supposed to 


Snap his neck because of something that might 


happen?” He shook his head. “What’s happening to 
us, Luci? We used to know our purpose, know who 
the enemy is, know who we are to protect, and 
now the lines are blurred...no, no, not blurred. 
Completely erased.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I told you Mara Ska knew what he was. That 
means she’s involved, which means the Church is 
most likely involved as well.” 

“Is that why you went to her instead of 
Cornelius?” 

“No, | went to her because | didn’t want to 

listen to that bastard complain. If anyone would 
have understood why | went into the Four 
Horsemen, it would be Mara Ska. At least that’s 
what | assumed. | guess like everything else in this 
fucked-up world, she’s abandoned the code as 
well.” 

“Indigo.” 


“You should probably go. | have things to do 


to get ready.” 

“Will you call me if you need help?” 

“I thought you hated me.” 

Luci gripped the front of his shirt and tugged 

him down. Her lips were warm on his. “l'Il never 
hate you. | may not agree with you and | may have 
to kick your ass on occasion, but | could never hate 
you.” 

Indigo kissed her between the eyes. “If | need 

you, l'Il call. Promise.” 

Chapter Eighteen 

Neko floated in some kind of pale fog where 
voices echoed from far away. His skin warmed, 
and he could feel a presence. Three different 
people, two he didn’t know, one he did. 

But none of that mattered at the moment 

because Jake was with him. Unlike the presence on 
the other side of the door, this Jake was real, and 
being wrapped up in his best friend’s arms—there 


was nothing more soothing. The only thing Neko 


wanted to change was how tired he felt, how heavy 
his limbs were, how difficult it was to keep his 

eyes open. 

“Sleep, Neko.” Jake’s words were warm on 

his cheek. 

“I don’t want to.” 

“You need to. It will make you feel better.” 

“How did you get here?” 

“| never left you.” 

“You died.” 

“| did.” 

“Indigo killed you.” A shot between his eyes. 

The dull echo of the bullet cutting through flesh and 
bone made Neko wince. 

“He had no choice. He had to save you.” 

“This is my fault, isn’t it?” Neko looked up, 

but he couldn’t quite make out Jake’s face. His 
features were fuzzy, and the fog kept getting in the 
way. 


“Hush, it’s not your fault.” Jake’s lips 


brushed his forehead, warm, firm, very real. Neko 
inhaled, tasting Jake’s aftershave mixed with his 
natural scent. This was the real Jake, not the raving 
lunatic, not the accusing, blaming, faux Jake who'd 
verbally pummeled him to tears. Who'd blamed 
him. Who'd hurt him. 

Neko wasn’t sure how he knew, but he 

accepted it. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Neko.” 

“I love you.” 

“I know.” 

“And because of me you're dead.” 

“No, | told you.” 

“I chose you. If | hadn’t, Eami would have 

never hurt you. Please forgive me.” 

“There’s nothing to forgive.” 

Neko didn’t agree. There was so much to 

forgive. 

Jake’s warm touch caressed Neko’s cheek, 


his neck, his shoulder. “I love you, Neko. | wanted 


to be with you. It’s not your fault or mine. We 
were betrayed.” 

They were betrayed. While Neko could never 
really say he’d ever loved Eami, he had trusted 
him to some extent. He’d been the only parent 
Neko had ever known, no matter how strange the 
arrangement had been. 

Neko found Jake’s hand and brought it to his 
lips. How many nights had he fantasized about 
being held, touched, loved by this man? Now it 
would never happen, could never happen. 
Neko swallowed back the pain. “How long 

will you stay with me?” 

“A little while longer.” 

“Then you'll go?” 

“Yes.” 

“Will I get to see you again?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Neko didn’t know what frightened him more, 


the honesty of Jake’s answer or the unsure tone of 


the man’s voice. If anyone knew whether or not 
there was a place beyond life, it should have been 
the dead, and Jake didn’t. 

“Do you have to?” Neko said. 

“I don’t have a choice.” 

“Can | come with you?” 

Jake made a sound, almost a sigh, almost a 

sob. His lips brushed Neko’s. Jake’s hands 
wandered down Neko’s ribs to his hips. Somehow 
they had turned and their bodies touched toe to toe. 
Neko never wanted to move again. Being like this, 
next to him, was perfect. 

“I would like that, Neko. | don’t want to be 

alone.” 

“Then I will.” 

Jake’s grip tightened. “You can’t. Now is not 

your time. You have to stay here and help Indigo 
and Ariel. They will need you. Change is coming, 
and soon you will become very important.” 


“| don’t care.” 


“| do.” 

Bodies pressed together, Neko could feel the 
steady thump of Jake’s heart against his chest, feel 
his pulse where Jake kissed Neko’s neck, the heat 
of Jake’s skin where he touched Neko. These were 
all the things he would never get to know, never 
have, never feel beyond this moment. His only 
chance was here and now. 

Neko cupped the back of Jake’s head and 

pulled him down until their mouths connected. He 
tasted just like Neko remembered, coffee, liqueur, 
and mints. 

Jake didn’t resist, opening to Neko, moaning 
when their tongues swept together. Neko heard 
with his mind more than his ears when Jake said, 
“We shouldn’t.” 

“Why?” 

“Because | don’t want you to miss me.” 

“Too late.” This time when Neko looked at 


him, it wasn’t the fog that blurred Jake’s beautiful 


face, but the tears burning a path down his cheeks. 
When Jake tried to push him away, Neko wouldn’t 
let him. He held on tighter, spread his legs, arched 
his body. “Please!” 

“God, Neko, | didn’t mean for this—” 

“Do it.” Because if he didn’t, Neko wasn’t so 

sure he wouldn’t follow Jake into death. He knew 
Jake heard him because Neko felt his fear. Fear of 
losing Neko. Fear of Neko dying. Fear of being 
alone. 

Jake smoothed his hand over Neko’s cheek. 

He made a comforting sound while he stared down 
at Neko with a dark, pain-filled gaze. Neko knew 

it wasn’t that Jake didn’t want to do this, it was 
just if he did, they would never be able to give one 
another up, forever connected, forever alone, left 
to drift until merciful death brought them together 
again. If it ever brought them together. 

There was the possibility that it wouldn’t. 


Maybe after this moment Jake would cease to 


exist. The shared thought seemed to be all Jake 
needed to shake loose his inhibition. He bowed 
over Neko, pulling Neko’s right leg up and setting 
it on his shoulder. The thick head of Jake’s cock 
pushed against Neko’s hole. There was no pain, no 
burn, just pleasure. So much pleasure Neko cried 
out, his body aching, starving for everything Jake 
had to offer. 

Their mouths smashed together, and Neko 

forgot about breathing. Compared to Jake—how he 
tasted, how he felt—air was nothing. 

In this dream—or whatever it was—there 

were no sounds but those made by their bodies. 
The slap of flesh, the desperate breathing, the 
moans, small pleas, and declarations of love 
exhaled on soft sighs. 

Neko refused to close his eyes. He wanted to 
watch, needed to watch. He drank down the sight 
of Jake curled over him, body glistening. No 


longer a faded form, every line, every roll of his 


muscles more real than he’d been in life. 

Jake’s hand wrapped around Neko’s cock, 

but before he could begin to stroke, Neko stopped 
him. “Not yet.” 

“I want to make you come.” 

And Neko wanted that as well, but he knew— 

in the same way he knew other things in this 
strange place—once he did, Jake would be taken 
away from him. Carried off by whatever powers 
oversaw the dead. 

Without saying anything, Jake seemed to 
understand. He didn’t slow in his thrusts, but they 
became more deliberate, as if by drawing this out 
it was some show of defiance against the fate that 
had torn them apart. 

Eventually their bodies would be forced to 
succumb to the ecstasy boiling under their skin. 
Just like age and illness, it was inevitable. 

Jake’s hand found Neko’s, and their fingers 


intertwined. Tears made his dark eyes glitter. His 


lips moved, and Neko didn’t so much hear his 
words as he felt them. 

“I love you.” 

And Neko loved him too. 

When Jake reached between them again to 

stroke Neko into completion, Neko didn’t resist. 

He let go. He let everything go. 

Chapter Nineteen 

Indigo waited until Luci and Michael were 

both gone before going back into his room to 
gather the things he was going to need. Along with 
a few extra clips, he pulled out a small wooden 
box from the back of his closet. Inside was a stack 
of papers, yellowed with age, edges crisp and 
brittle. Each one had a character written in Angelic 
script, representing the name of the higher Angels. 
He found the one he needed. The Seraph. Of 

all the Principalities it would be least likely to 

torch Indigo on the spot. 


He rolled up the parchment and tucked it into 


his inside pocket and then went back into the other 
room to get Neko. When Indigo wrapped Neko in a 
Sheet and picked him up, Neko whimpered. 

“Easy, I’m just going to take you somewhere 

to get help.” 

Neko murmured a name and wrapped an arm 
around Indigo’s shoulder. “Where are you taking 
me?” 

Indigo paused midstep. Neko should have 

been out—not talking, and definitely not talking 
and making sense. When he looked down, Neko’s 
blue eyes were glazed but open. 

“What happened?” Neko said. 

“Don’t worry about that right now.” Indigo 

headed out the door. 

“The Demons were here.” 

“Yeah.” 

“They sounded like Jake.” 

“I’m sorry about that.” 


“| didn’t open the door.” 


“No, no you didn’t.” 

“I wanted to die.” 

He’d left the boy alone, and because of him, 

Neko had almost died. Indigo flinched against the 
guilt eating away at his insides. 

“I tried to call you,” Neko said. 

“Yeah, yeah, | know. I’m sorry | couldn't...” 

There were just some places even the best cell 
phone service couldn’t reach. 

“I called Luci like you told me too.” 

Indigo stopped at the passenger door of the 
Chevelle and opened it. Neko made a small protest 
when Indigo put him in the seat and buckled him in. 
When Indigo slid into the driver’s side, Neko said, 
“There’s something wrong with me again, isn’t 
there?” 

Indigo’s hands tightened on the steering 

wheel. 

“I already know it’s bad. Jake told me.” 


“That wasn’t Jake, you know that, right?” 


“I know the things that were in the hall 

weren’t him, but he was in my dreams. Back there, 
when that other guy—” 

“Michael.” 

“Yeah, after Michael gave me an injection, 

Jake came to me.” 

Indigo looked at the boy because his voice 

was so full of hope. “It was just a dream.” 

“No, it wasn’t. He told me you had to kill him 

and he wasn’t angry.” 

Indigo tried to swallow and found he couldn’t 
quite get past the lump in his throat. 

“Jake also said he was scared. | wanted to go 
with him, but he wouldn’t let me. He said | had to 
stay here with you and Ariel and help you.” 

“Do what?” 

“I don’t know, but it sounded important.” 

Indigo had no doubt it would be. Something 

was happening, and even though he could no 


longer be sure who was on what side, he was still 


sure where he stood. Against the Demonic, against 
Chaos. 

“Indigo?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Just so you know, when whatever it is | have 

to do is done, I’m not going to stay.” 

Indigo knew he wasn’t talking about a road 

trip, or at least the kind of road trip a man came 
back from. He wanted to tell Neko not to think that 
way, but he knew firsthand the power of those 
thoughts and the drive to follow the thing you 
loved into the darkness. Even if you never found it, 
you were willing to die trying. 

The Chevelle rumbled to life, and Indigo 

pulled into the street and headed toward the most 
powerful spot of hallowed ground he knew. 
Dante's. 

Chapter Twenty 

They were never going to get the club back in 


order by the weekend. Broken glass, bullet holes, 


and blood splatters covered everything. No matter 
how long the cleaning crew worked, like some sort 
of plague, the damage seemed to spread. 

Eami hated disorder. Seeing his club like this 
made his blood boil. His hands closed into fists. 

He wished for a throat to wrap his fingers around. 
Men worked diligently below him in the main 

part of the club to meet his impossible expectation. 
No, impossible was making sure this never 
happened again. As long as Palet existed, it would 
always happen. The Covenant had made things 
easier to deal with, but it had not stopped those 
self-righteous bastards from making his existence 
hell. 

Literally. 

“Sir.” 

Eami did not look down at the familiar as the 

man stepped up beside him. “Any news?” 

“He’s exited the Sephirot and gone back to 


his apartment.” 


“Any sign of Nekoda?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And?” 

“There was a Situation.” 

“A situation?” 

“Yes. A horde attempted to collect him.” 

Eami did look at the man then. The mortal 

paled and stepped back. Eami reminded himself 
how nothing good came from killing the 
messenger. So instead of snapping the man’s neck, 
he said, “I did not authorize a horde.” 

“It wasn’t one of yours.” 

“And who, pray tell, would be foolish enough 

to try and take my property?” 

“We don’t know.” 

“What do you mean you don’t know?” 

“They weren't tagged.” 

A horde had to be summoned, because the 
lesser Demons used in the horde—like grunts— 


were not strong enough to breech Hell’s gate. A 


logical safety measure, otherwise they would run 
rampant, destroying anyone or anything that 
crossed their path. Once on the mortal realm there 
was only one way to control a horde of lower 
Demons, and that was to brand them with a 
signature, a kind of metaphysical choke chain to 
reel them in with. 

While a horde might not have a specific 

maker, they most definitely had a handler. A horde 
without a tag? That just wasn’t possible. 

Well, obviously it was possible, but the kind 

of power it would take? 

Eami 

frowned, 

not 

liking 

this 

new 

development at all. “Where is Black now?” 


“Last report was he’d returned to the 


apartment and was heading out, taking Neko with 
him.” 

“Direction?” 

“1-85 North.” 

Eami didn’t need to know Indigo’s exact 

location. If he had Neko with him, Eami would use 
the nephilim as a homing device. Catch the son of a 
bitch off guard. 

No matter what Cornelius thought, the priest 

did not have the monopoly on treachery. Eami was 
sired by the sin himself. He smiled wide enough to 
make the stitches in his skin suit tight. Ah, if only 
Eami could travel outside the protected space of 
the VIP area of the club and walk among the mortal 
realm, he would be sure to obtain a front-row seat 
when he turned the Church's biggest, nastiest dog 
against them. 

What would Indigo do when he discovered 

the truth about the origins of the boy? Would he eat 


a bullet or go in killing the very men and women 


whom he had pledged to serve? The flavor of 
hopelessness the man would bleed would make 
Eami burn. 

Beside him the familiar asked, “What are 

your orders, sir?” 

“Assemble your men. As soon as Indigo stops 
moving, l'Il send you his location. When the 
soldiers have subdued him, they will bring him 
back here. Alive.” 

“Alive?” 

Eami leveled a gaze at the man, who cringed. 
“Yes, alive and functional. If you damage him too 
much, he'll be useless to me.” 

“Sir, this is Indigo Black. He’s not going 

come quietly.” 

“No, he won’t.” 

“We could suffer heavy casualties.” 

“Could?” Eami huffed. “I’m quite confident 

he could kill every single one of you.” 


“Sire” 


Eami smiled, flashing stolen teeth. The 

familiars might wear his tag, but it didn’t change 
the fact that their brutal suffering would be sweet. 
Indigo would kill them in the most violent ways. A 
bloodbath to behold, and so many new souls to 
devour. Commanding his foot soldiers to their 
death would be like the best fuck any mortal could 
want. The kind of gratuitous pleasure that drove 
the Angelic to walk among mortals. 

Eami slid a hand inside the jacket of his 

Armani suit and extracted a single white feather. It 
seemed to glow, making the room appear darker 
than it was. Unlike a normal feather, it had no 
weight and moved against the current of air like 
something alive. The familiar made a surprised 
sound when Eami held it out to him. “Do not lose 
that.” 

He took it. “What do you want me to do with 

it?” 


“When you approach Indigo”—and Eami said 


“approach” in a way that clearly meant for them 
not to attack him—“you will show that to him. Tell 
him to meet with me and that failing to do so will 
leave me no choice but to collect the owner of that 
feather. And unlike the Church, | will not stop at 
breaking his wings.” 

Chapter Twenty-One 

The sky had taken on a reddish glow as 

evening approached and the autumn sun fell behind 
the tallest buildings on the horizon. The cut of light 
cast hard black lines against streams of golden 
warmth. 

Indigo pulled the Chevelle up next to the curb 

and turned off the engine. The sudden quiet 
hummed in his ears. 

Beside him, Neko sat forward in his seat. 

“Where are we?” 

“A friend’s place.” 

“There’s police tape over the door.” 


“Yeah, he died.” 


“Died here?” 

“Yes. 

Neko’s dark blue eyes scanned the immense 
church. “It’s peaceful.” 

It seemed like an odd thing to say considering 
recent history and the scenery: blackened stone, 
algae running in green streaks down the side. Age- 
darkened stained glass windows, each depicting a 
scene from the Old Testament’s Armageddon. 

But Neko was right. The place seemed to 

exude calm. 

Indigo got out, and Neko followed. His heavy 

boot steps were followed by the lighter slap of 
bare feet. 

He glanced down, and Neko followed his 

gaze. “What?” 

“You don’t have any shoes.” 

“Is that a problem?” 

“Remind me to get you some when we leave.” 


“lm fine.” 


“You'll take a cold.” 

Neko smiled, and it took some of the pain out 

of his eyes. “You don’t have to worry about me, 
you know. I’m not scared anymore.” He headed up 
the steps and stopped. 

Indigo joined him. “Not scared of what 

anymore?” 

“Of dying.” 

Not scared of dying. Indigo had no idea what 

had happened between this morning and now, but 
he didn’t like it. Neko needed to be afraid. He 
needed to be terrified and desperate, willing to 
claw his way to the surface for life. 

There was nothing Indigo could do about it 

right now. If he lived through this summoning, he’d 
worry about it then. 

Night had already settled inside the church, 
dumping shadows into the corners and painting 
them above in the high, sloping beams. A deep 


chill bit into Indigo’s bones. When he glanced at 


Neko, the boy had his arms around himself and his 
bottom lip quivered. “You okay?” 

Neko nodded. “It’s just colder in here than | 
thought it would be.” 

It was cold. Luckily Indigo didn’t plan on 

being here for very long. 

The room he needed was off to the right, 

beyond the conclave. He stopped at the steel door 
and began removing his shoes. “Do you know what 
a Seraph is?” Neko shook his head. “It’s one of the 
Guardians of Heaven. Higher than the foot 
soldiers. Higher than the archangels. It is the right 
hand of God. A kind of guard dog.” 

“Okay.” 

Indigo took the parchment out of his coat 

before he shed it. While he folded his duster, he 
said, “They’re powerful creatures, and they have 
no love for mortals.” 

“What is Ariel?” 


“He’s just an Angel.” That wasn’t completely 


true. He was a Fallen. Less than an Angel now that 
he was stripped of his immortality and most of his 
powers. But Indigo refused to refer to him as 
anything such. Ariel had more honor and more 
worth than half the heavens, Cherubim, and 
Seraphim combined. 

When Indigo pulled off his shirt, Neko asked, 
“What are you doing?” 

“First rule when dealing with those high in 

the heavens, you must go to them as you were born. 
The less you have of the mortal world, the better. 
Otherwise they take it as an insult. Go ahead and 
get undressed.” 

There was only a second where Neko 

hesitated before he began to take off his clothes. 
“Is it going to be able to remove the thing inside 
me? | mean, that’s why we're here, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“It’s not going to hurt you, is he?” 


“No, he won’t hurt me. Angels that high in 


ranks don’t indulge in threats and torture. They just 
kill what they deem unworthy.” Indigo knew there 
was a very good chance the Seraph would find him 
unworthy. 

“Do you have to?” Neko said. 

“Do | have to what?” 

“Do this?” 

“If | don’t, Eami will find you.” 

“And if you do, you risk getting killed.” 

“Wouldn’t be the first time.” 

Neko finished stripping at the same time 

Indigo did. Indigo glanced back at his weapons 
lying near the wall. Funny how going without 
clothing didn’t bother him but going unarmed did. 
Neko’s teeth chattered. It was time to do this 
before they both turned into human popsicles. The 
inside of the room would be warmer. He opened 
the door and motioned for Neko to go ahead. 
Indigo left the door open until he got the 


candles lit using a small box of matches on a ledge 


near the door. He tipped the oil pitcher mounted on 
the wall. An amber line of fluid flowed into the 
gully cut into the stonework. The scent of rosemary 
and rue permeated the air. He lit one of the long 
candles and lowered the candlestick to the line of 
oil. Flames raced around, closing them in on all 
sides save the narrow path leading from the door. 
He brought the candle with him to the center 

of the room. There were no decorations on the 
walls, no symbols, no script marking it as a holy 
place, but the power it emanated was strong 
enough to draw the sweat from their skins. Indigo 
knelt, keeping the candle on his left, the scroll on 
his right. 

Neko knelt beside him. “Now what?” 

“Keep your head down. Do not look at the 

Seraph, don’t speak to it, nothing. It will kill you if 
it deems you disrespectful, and looking at it can 
cause you to go blind.” Indigo took hold of Neko’s 


wrist. “Hands out front, palms upturned, forehead 


against the stone. The Seraph will try and trick you 
into doing something stupid. They always do.” 
“Why?” 

“Because they enjoy making an example of 

us.” 

“I thought Angels were supposed to be the 

good guys?” 

“There are no good guys, Neko. Just mortals 

and immortals. Chaos and Serenity.” 

He frowned. “I don’t understand.” 

Indigo turned back around. “You and me 

both.” He opened the scroll. “Are you ready?” 
When he glanced back, Neko was down just as 
he’d been instructed. 

“Yeah.” 

Indigo said the name inside the scroll. The 

black ink flared bright white, and holes pitted the 
parchment. A flash of blue fire consumed the 
scroll. 


Indigo waited, aware of the weight in the 


space in front of him. He knew not to bring his 
eyes up. The Seraph was only testing his faith. 
Heat billowed across the room, sucking up all 

the air. It was followed by a light so bright that 
closing his eyes did nothing to stop the ache it 
created. Even though Indigo knew what to expect, 
he still trembled. Not in fear. He’d learned a long 
time ago to never be afraid of the Angelic, because 
then they would use it against him. 

The entire room seemed to shift as the Seraph 
stepped into the mortal plane. Its howl made the 
stone walls creak and the bones in his body 
scream. Beside him Neko whimpered, and Indigo 
prayed he’d make no other sound. 

Only when the light receded and the weight of 

its presence eased did Indigo open his eyes. Tears 
cut a path down his cheeks, and he blinked back 
the burn. 

The Seraph said, “Lift your gaze unto me, 


Indigo Black, so you might know me.” 


Indigo did as he was ordered. Like many of 

the higher Angels, the Seraph did not appear 
human. It had three sets of wings, three pairs of 
arms and three faces: a lamb, a lion, a goat. Naked, 
sexless, it stood on two legs and had a body 
carved from some sort of glistening stone rather 
than flesh. 

A tight ring of light outlined his form: holy 

fire. The Angelic’s greatest weapon, and 
completely destructive. Should he release it, there 
would be nothing left of them or the church. 

The Seraph took a step closer, and the weight 

of its supreme presence pressed down on him like 
a mountain. The very air around it reverberated 
with protest. Indigo willed himself to stay. “Now 
tell me, Palet, why have you called unto me?” 

“To remove a kiss.” 

Its ethereal blue eyes slid over to Neko. 

“From that?” 


“Yas,” 


“He is an abomination, Indigo Black. A 

creature that should not be here. Destroy it, and be 
done.” 

“I can’t. He has a soul. And | took a holy oath 

to protect all things innocent. He did not ask to be 
kissed by the Demonic. He is a victim.” It was a 
simple explanation but a truthful one. Most 
importantly it was one the Seraph would 
understand. Human pity, human morality, meant 
nothing to the higher Angels. For them there was 
only heavenly law and God. Both of which were to 
be obeyed without question. 

The Seraph moved closer still. Even with its 

fire banked, Indigo felt his skin crackle. His arms 
trembled with the strength it took to keep from 
collapsing against the stone floor. 

The Seraph lifted one of his massive hands 

and held it over Neko. The Angelic script in his 
flesh flared. Neko clenched his hands, and the 


cords on his neck stood out. His cheeks flushed, 


and the muscles in his shoulders and arms 
trembled. Just when Indigo was sure Neko was 
about to cry out, the Seraph pulled back. 
Nothing about the creature’s expression had 
changed, and yet Indigo knew, by the way it 
watched Neko with a wary expression, it was 
afraid of him. 

This boy, this nephilim struck fear into one of 
the most holy and powerful, only outranked by the 
Principalities and God himself. 

The Seraph gave them his back, and his wings 
shuddered. “You may leave.” 

Indigo glanced at Neko, then back at the 
Seraph. “What about the kiss?” 

“I will not help you.” 

“He is an innocent.” 

The force of the Seraph’s blazing gaze fell on 
Indigo, and the Angelic script embedded in his 
Skin lit up, making every nerve in his body flare. 


He bit back a scream, and the taste of blood rolled 


across his tongue from where he’d bitten his lip. 
Neko yelled, “Stop! You’re killing him!” 

Then he did the worst thing possible. He 

stood up and got between Indigo and the Seraph. 
The rush of pain receded. Indigo watched 
helplessly as the halo around the Seraph flared, 
turning the room white, engulfing them in endless 
heat. He waited for the agony of death but was 
Surprised instead by the rush of peace, the weight 
of calm, the gentleness of a cooling wave that 
overpowered the Seraph’s holy fire. 

Indigo held up an arm as he looked into the 
blazing light. He was only able to catch a quick 
glimpse before his eyes teared and burned, 
threatening him with permanent blindness, but it 
was long enough to see Neko’s silhouette against 
the raging inferno. 

Somehow he was holding back the power of a 
Seraph. If Indigo hadn’t seen it, he would have 


never believed it. 


The halo evaporated, leaving the Seraph’s 
massive form almost void of light. 

It stared at Neko for the longest time before it 
said, “What are you?” 

Indigo was wondering the very same thing. 

He tried to get to his feet when it stretched out a 
hand and moved toward Neko, but Indigo’s body 
was Slow to react. 

The Seraph didn’t attack. Instead it laid one 

of its fingerless hands against Neko’s chest. The 
Angelic script under his skin flared until he was 
nearly transparent. When the Seraph took his hand 
back, Neko’s knees gave out and he collapsed on 
the floor. 

The Seraph vanished. Indigo crawled over to 
Neko and put his fingers on the nephilim’s throat, 
feeling for a pulse. Strong and regular. Indigo 
patted Neko’s cheek. His lids fluttered, and blue 
eyes all but glowed in the candlelight. 


Neko smiled a little. “You okay?” 


“Me? You’re the one who stood in the way of 

that thing. What the fuck were you thinking?” 
Neko tried to sit up, but his arms couldn’t 

seem to hold him. “How come it wouldn’t remove 
the kiss?” 

Good question, but there were even bigger, 

more important, more confusing ones that needed 
answering. “How about we start with what you did 
to it?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You stopped him from frying us both.” 

Neko made a face. “I stopped him? | didn’t 

stop him, | yelled at him because he was hurting 
you, then...” His eyebrows furrowed. “Then...” 

He rubbed his face. “I can’t remember.” 

Of course he couldn’t. That would be asking 

too much. Indigo felt like an ass for not being more 
grateful. They could have been piles of ash in the 
center of the floor. They were alive thanks to Neko 


and whatever it was he’d done. 


Indigo got to his feet. The muscles in his legs 
quivered. “Let’s get dressed.” 
“Where are we going?” 
He didn’t have a clue. “My apartment. | need 
to crash. | feel like I’ve been run over by a bus.” 
“But he didn’t remove the kiss.” 
“I know.” 
“Won't Eami come after me?” 
“Probably.” 
“Then what?” 
Indigo shrugged. “I kill him or he kills me.” 

x OK OK OX 
Back outside the chamber cold air dried 
sweat to their bodies. Indigo fought against the 
shiver making his muscles twitch. Neko didn’t 
stand a chance since he didn’t have shoes ora 
coat. Indigo pulled out the knives from the inside 
of his duster and hung the sheaths on his belt. 
“Here.” 


Neko stared at the coat in his hand. “I’m 


” 


fine. 
“Don’t make me tell you again. Wear the 

fucking coat. Your lips are blue.” Neko took it, and 
the black duster swallowed him whole. He 
wrapped his thin arms around himself, and his 
teeth chattered. 

Indigo finished getting dressed and slipped on 

his over-the-shoulder holster. He picked up his 
shotgun and slid it into his back scabbard. The 
sound of Neko’s shivering body followed him to 
the front of the church. Halfway there the Angelic 
script on Indigo’s body warmed. He stopped, and 
Neko stumbled to a halt. 

“What’s wrong?” 

Indigo put a finger to his lips and motioned 

for Neko to stay put. He eased forward while 
palming one of his HKs. Streaks of reddish light 
cut a line across the floor from where the damaged 
doors hung from their hinges. Through the crack in 


the door he saw a couple of vehicles in the parking 


lot. At the bottom of the steps stood at least a 
dozen heavily armed familiars. 

Fuck. 

He backtracked to where Neko stood 

Shivering. 

“Go back to the sanctuary room.” 

“Why?” 

Indigo handed Neko his cell phone. “Luci’s 
number is programmed in there. Call her.” 

“You didn’t answer me.” 

“| don’t have time to answer you. Now go. 

And don’t come out, no matter what. You'll be 
safe in there. Nothing Demonic can touch you or 
speak to you on the inside of the circle. Stay there 
until Luci comes and gets you.” 

“Indigo—” 

“Go. Now.” 

Neko jerked liked he’d been hit. He took off 
running back to the small chamber room. 


Indigo went to the doors, using the splintered 


remains as cover. He did not need a confrontation, 
not now. Not after almost being toasted by a 
Seraph. The only way he stood a chance was to 
jack himself up on juice, and that would most 
likely kill him. Two doses in less than twenty-four 
hours. He hadn't done that much in such a short 
amount of time in over a decade. 

But looking outside, it was either risk cardiac 
arrest or get torn apart by Hell’s best. Indigo 
reached for a syringe only to realize Neko had his 
duster. Double fuck. 

One of the familiars broke away from the 

group. “We know you’re in there, Indigo.” 

They hadn’t seen him, which meant—Indigo 
looked up. Yeah, Dante would seriously kick his 
ass right now. Four grunts huddled in the shadows 
of the ceiling, their human skins gaping in places 
wide enough for bits of their true forms to go 
squirming through the holes like maggots winding 


around the putrid flesh of a corpse. 


Indigo took out one, two. The third and fourth 

cut and run to the back of the church. They didn’t 
attack, which was odd. 

“Hold your fire. Do not shoot.” 

Was that familiar fucking crazy? Did he think 
Indigo was going to lie down and let them kill 
him? He glanced back out the door only to see 
none of them moving and one of the familiars 
holding up his arms, warning his own people back. 
Goddamned Seraph must have fried more than 
just his ass. This was not happening. Familiars did 
not just stand around waiting to get shot. 

“We aren't here to cause a problem.” The 
familiar climbed the steps and stopped at the top. 
“Let me guess, you’re selling Girl Scout 

cookies.” 

“My name is Karl Jackson. | am Eami’s 

Second.” 

“His Second, huh? What? Am I not good 


enough for his First in Command?” 


“You killed his First in Command last night.” 

“I’d apologize, but you’re not worth the lie.” 

Karl Jackson took a step forward, and Indigo 
raised his gun. He had the advantage. The door 
offered perfect cover and would let him pick them 
off one at a time. “What are you doing here?” 

“I was sent to deliver a message.” 

“What kind of message?” 

“Eami wants to meet with you.” 

“Yeah? About what?” 

“I don’t know. My orders were to come here 

to deliver a message and to escort you back to 
Eami.” 

“Eami can talk all he wants. I’m not sending 

Neko back there. | have a message of my own for 
you to take back to your master. Tell Eami l'II kill 
him. Not just send him back to Hell. | will destroy 
him if he so much as comes near Neko again.” 
“Those are things you'll have to discuss with 


Eami. | was also told that if you come willingly, he 


will overlook your indiscretions concerning the 
damage you did to his club and taking the nephilim 
for the sake of a common goal.” 

Common goal? Was Eami whacked? “Thanks 

but no thanks. Tell Eami we have nothing to talk 
about.” 

“Eami asked me to show you something if you 
were reluctant to take him up on his invitation.” 
Jackson’s hand moved to his waist, fingers wide, 
palm up. Not the way a man reached for a weapon. 
He plucked something from his pocket, a napkin. 
He opened it up and laid it down on the top step. 
Indigo stared, trying to figure out what the 
abnormally bright streak laying in the center was. 
Then the wind blew and it tumbled in his direction, 
right through the opening in the doors. The feather 
got caught on a rough spot in the stone grout and 
shuddered, tiny trails dancing in the almost 
nonexistent eddies of air. 


Ariel’Ss name burned on his hands, and a 


deeper ache echoed in Indigo’s chest. Angelic 
feathers were not easy to come by, short of cutting 
them off or ripping them out with extreme force. 
Enough force to tear flesh and break bone. 

Indigo swallowed the burn of rage rising in 

his throat. He squeezed the trigger over and over, 
his anger eating up the kickback on the gun in his 
hand. The shouts, the screams, they were somehow 
drowned out by the sound of bodies hitting the 
sidewalk. 

Like sandbags. They sound like sandbags. 

By the time his legs quit moving, he had the 

barrel of the HK pressed to the top of Jackson’s 
head. Crumpled on the ground, Jackson’s raised 
hands trembled while he tried to hide his face in 
the crook of his arm. “Please don’t kill me.” 

The rest of the familiars kept running. No one 

even made an attempt to draw on him. Not even 
Jackson. They could have. Out in the open Indigo 


was an easy target. 


“What has Eami done with Ariel?” 

“Nothing. He’s done nothing.” 

Indigo jammed the barrel of the HK against 

the man’s scalp. There was a hiss, and the smell of 
burning flesh and hair followed. 

Jackson continued to make small, pathetic, 

scared sounds. “Please, he just wants to talk to 
you. We were given specific orders not to harm 
you. He wants you whole and in his presence. He 
has business to discuss. Nothing more, | swear, 
nothing more.” 

“Then why show me the feather?” 

Jackson stared at him with wild, terrified 

eyes. “It’s nothing personal.” 

Yeah, now Indigo had to know. “Tell me, 

asshole, or wind up like your friends.” Friends 
bleeding on the sidewalk, friends rolling around 
with holes blown through their bodies. Most of the 
familiars were dead, but a few made an attempt to 


get away by dragging themselves back to their 


Cars. 

They wouldn’t get far. Indigo shot to kill. 

When Karl’s silence dragged on for too long, 

Indigo nudged him again with the barrel of the gun, 
making him yelp. 

“Eami just wanted to motivate you.” 

“Yeah, well, now I’m motivated. Keep 

talking.” 

“He said...” The man shut his eyes for a 

moment. “He said that if you didn’t show up, he 
would collect Ariel and do more than break his 
wings.” 

Whether the memory was of Eami’s design or 

just Indigo’s own tired brain puking up the darkest 
moment of his life, he couldn’t be sure. But there it 
was, as bright and vivid as that terrible day. Ariel 
broken, hanging limp from the vaulted ceiling. The 
massive black chains binding him made small, 
delicate sounds as he slowly spun in the streak of 


light spilling out of the high windows. He was 


almost unrecognizable for the blood. His wings, 
goddamn them all, his beautiful wings flopped, 
broken, feathers in disarray, twisted, torn, matted 
down, and painted crimson. 

Ariel’s breathing was thick and labored. Like 
they’d been making love for hours, not like he’d 
been tortured. 

And Eami was going to do worse if Indigo 

didn’t give him an audience. Worse than stripping 
Ariel’s place among his kind, worse than kicking 
him out of the heavens, worse than condemning 
him to the mortal plane. 

There were few things Eami could do, but 

Indigo was old enough and seasoned enough in the 
ways of the Demonic to know what those things 
were. He would die before he let that happen. 

Fine, if the fucker wanted him there, so be it. 

But one thing was for sure. They'd be taking a one- 
way trip to Hell together. 


Indigo pulled the trigger. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 

Indigo wanted to go back into the sanctuary 

and check on Neko, but he didn’t have time. The 
nephilim had his phone and instructions to call 
Luci. As long as he stayed in the room and did as 
he was told, he’d be safe. 

Indigo slid across the hood of his car, landed 

on the other side, and abruptly stumbled into the 
body of one of the familiars. He kicked the man out 
of his way and got in the Chevelle. The engine 
rumbled, and the rear wheels screamed against the 
asphalt. Indigo tore into the street. 

This was exactly why he wanted Ariel to stay 

out of his life. Needed him to stay out. Caring too 
much made them both vulnerable and stupid. It 
clouded judgment and mowed down their training. 
They’d never meant to become lovers. That 

wasn’t the role of a Guardian. Ariel was to tend to 
him, fight with him, protect him, and worst-case 


scenario, kill him if he were to go rogue by cutting 


a deal with Chaos for personal gain. 

What they’d become to each other had been 
frowned upon and made them both a target for 
retribution by the Church. After witnessing the 
extent the Angel was willing to go to save him and 
the length the Church was willing to go to punish 
Ariel for that protection, Indigo had been left with 
no choice but to push him away. 

No matter how much it fucking hurt. 

And now Eami was using the Angel against 

him. Was there no escape? 

The parking lot in front of the Four Horsemen 

was near empty. Indigo pulled up next to the side 
door, occupying two spots and half a handicap 
parking place. There was a pair of familiars 
standing near the door, armed of course, but they 
didn’t reach for their weapons when Indigo got 
out, so neither did he. The echo of the car door 
slamming shut ricocheted off the surrounding 


buildings. Faint drill sounds and hammering 


increased as one of the familiars opened the door 
for him. 

The nasty smile crawling over the man’s face 

did not go unnoticed. Fresh paint, human sweat, 
and the smell of the damned assaulted Indigo’s 
nose. Nervous gazes flicked his way. At least half 
the people in here wore Eami’s mark on their 
foreheads. Each one blazed as he got too close. 
None of these people were armed. They, like 
grunts, were too low on the food chain to have a 
place at Eami’s right hand. 

Indigo was still reluctant to give any of them 

his back. While they might not have been carrying, 
they were loyal to the Demonic, and that made 
them inherently dangerous. If they swarmed him, 
he’d run out of bullets trying to take them out. 
Eami stood at the top of the stairs just behind 

the barrier that had once been separated from the 
club by framed panes of glass. Now it was nothing 


more than steel ribs. Two workers made 


measurements at his feet, while another pair 
worked to fit a large slab of glass back into one of 
the empty frames. 

The clouds of dust and mist of paint clung to 
Indigo’s clothes as he made his way up the steps. 
Like the familiars, the dirt seemed to be making a 
conscious effort to steer clear of Eami. His dark 
blue pin-striped suit was nearly as flawless as his 
fake smile. 

Eami held out a hand, fingertips coming to a 

stop just inside the barrier. It would be so easy to 
grab him and yank him to the outside. The results 
wouldn’t be pretty. All that power contained 
inside a human suit? A Demon like Eami would 
burst like a bubble, spraying bits of himself all 
over his nice new paint. 

It wouldn’t kill him, but it would fucking hurt 

like hell. Eami would be out of commission until 
he could score a new flesh suit and have himself 


fitted into it. 


As tempting as the thought was, Indigo didn’t. 
He was here for Ariel, not for himself. 

“How are you, Black? Long time since we’ve 
talked.” His hand remained hanging, waiting, 
expectant. Indigo stepped across the barrier, which 
slid over his body, through his clothes, caressing 
him like cold, wet flesh. 

“I’m here. Let’s talk.” 

“My office is this way.” 

“I’m comfortable right here.” Not to mention 
that once Indigo surrendered his free will to step 
over into Hell, he was helpless. 

“That was not a request.” 

“Yeah, well, neither was my answer.” 

“So stubborn. So arrogant.” Eami leaned 

closer. “I’ve always admired that about you. How 
you are so willing to let others do your suffering 
and pay your penance.” 

“You wanted me here. I’m here. Now talk.” 


“| can’t.” 


“Can't or won't?” 

Eami straightened up and tugged on the 

sleeves of his suit. “I can’t. Not here. There are 
too many ears and eyes. My enemies stay close, 
Indigo.” 

Just like a Demon to surround themselves 

with as many loyal servants as ones trying to stab 
them in the back. 

“Then | need a guarantee. Once | step over, 

my free will stays in place. Going in is nota 
surrender.” 

Eami’s smile didn’t even twitch, but Indigo 

could see the anger in his black eyes, anger that 
swelled and rolled like hellfire. When the Demon 
spoke, his voice betrayed nothing. “You cut a hard 
bargain, but you have my agreement. This one time, 
one time only, Indigo. You get a free get-out-of- 
Hell card.” He laughed. 

They headed up the small flight of steps and 


down the hall. Dark wood walls, darker blue 


carpet, and crappy light. It felt more like a tunnel 
or a well. Eami stopped at the third door down. He 
waved a hand for Indigo to enter. 

Indigo stepped back. “You first. | insist.” 

Eami nodded and entered his office. Indigo 

stood at the threshold for a moment. If he thought 
passing over the barrier keeping out the mortal 
plane had been nasty, thanks to the markings on his 
body, this was really going to make him sick. He 
took a breath and shoved himself through. The 
sensation rolled all the way through him. The 
Angelic script on his arms and legs burned as hot 
as the aching heat in his chest. Indigo forced 
himself to breathe even as the entire room swam. 
By sheer will he managed to stay on his feet. 
Eami’s smile widened. “A bit under the 

weather?” 

“Fuck you.” 

“No thank you. Unlike your Angelic friend, 


there is nothing about you | find remotely 


attractive.” He hummed. “Okay, that isn’t exactly 
true. | find your agony positively delish.” He held 
up a candy jar. “Something sweet?” 

“No.” 

“| promise, no strings attached. It’s only 

candy.” 

“Nothing about your domain is only candy.” 

“You remind me so much of Dante. He must 

be proud.” 

Indigo stayed silent. 

Eami smoothed out his suit and made himself 
comfortable in the large office chair behind his 
desk. He took his time getting out a cigar and 
lighting it. His teeth flashed another plastic grin. 
Eami motioned to the chair across from his desk. 
“Sit, please. You’re giving me a crick in my neck 
looking up at you.” When Indigo didn’t move, the 
Demon gave a dramatic sigh. “Please, I’m only 
asking you to sit down, nothing more. No demands, 


no loss of free will.” 


Indigo’s gaze slid to the chair. Like 

everything else in the office, it wasn’t real, it was 
a thing willed into being by Eami’s power. But it 
also wasn’t alive. Not like the candy. He sat. 

Eami laughed. “Now see, was that so bad?” 

“Get on with this, Eami. My patience is 

wearing thin.” 

The smile, the falsetto happiness and 

goodwill 

Eami 

radiated, 

shriveled. 

Cold, 

darkness, and evil permeated the Demon’s skin 
like the scent of death. “Do not speak to me about 
patience, Indigo. | have waited a millennia for the 
perfect vessel. A body that is not only strong 
enough to hold myself and my legion, but perfect 
enough to earn that right. You took that from me. 


The fact that | have not split you open and sucked 


out your soul is a gift. Do not squander it.” The 
smile returned. “Now, on to business.” He put his 
feet up on his desk, and the chair squeaked as he 
leaned back. “You have something of mine.” 
“Finders keepers and all that shit.” 

“Ah yes, you rescued him. You have taken 

him into your fold. You’re fond of him, | presume. 
Have you fucked him yet? Was he good and tight? 
Did he suck you off as well? He’s a virgin, you 
know. Well, sort of.” Another laugh. 

“Is there a point to all this, Eami?” 

“There is. Eventually.” 

Indigo stood up, and Eami’s thousand-dollar 
loafers hit the floor. He was around the desk and 
blocking the door before Indigo could even take a 
step. The smile he wore was more sinister now. 

“I still have free will.” 

“That you do.” 

“Then get out of my way.” 


“Now why would | want to do that?” 


The urge to shoot the SOB made Indigo’s 

hands tighten. It wouldn’t do any good. Here, 
within Eami’s realm, Indigo couldn’t hurt him. He 
knew it, and most of all, Eami knew it. 

The Demon stepped closer. Indigo smelled 

earth and rot. The carrion scent wafting from 
Eami’s body mixed with some sort of expensive 
cologne. 

Eami exhaled a cloud of spicy-sweet smoke. 
“Lam not pleased with the proposition | am being 
forced to make. But at this time | have no choice.” 
“Yeah? And what kind of proposition is 

that?” 

“| need your help in keeping the nephilim 

safe.” He moved out of the way and perched 
himself on the edge of his desk. 

“Excuse me?” 

“The horde that came for him today, it wasn’t 
mine.” 


“Really?” 


“Someone is trying to undo all my hard work 

and planning. | suspect you may have become an 
unwilling participant. Like myself, like the 
nephilim, we are being played.” 

Now the Demon really had Indigo’s attention. 

“By who?” 

“| don’t know, or you wouldn’t be here. Or at 
least, not here and alive.” This time the smile 
reached the Demon’s eyes, and the cruelty was far 
more searing than his anger had been. 

“So you want Neko protected, and in order to 

tell me this, you threaten Ariel.” 

“I don’t make threats. You should know that 

by now.” He sucked on his cigar. 

A deep growl rolled in Indigo’s chest. “You 

and | both know, because you’re so hard to get rid 
of, there are more than a few interesting ways | 
could trap you, torture you, and make you beg for 
your destruction.” 


Eami gave him a bored look. “And you think 


your threats frighten me?” 

“Like you, | don’t make threats.” 

Eami threw back his head and laughed. It was 

rich, lively, almost human. He snuffed out the cigar 
in a nearby ashtray and returned to his seat on the 
other side of the desk. “So now we need to make 
an arrangement.” 

“There will be no arrangement.” 

One of Eami’s perfectly groomed eyebrows 

rose to his equally perfect hairline. 

“I'll protect Neko because | want to protect 

him. But you’re delusional if you don’t think | 
won't protect him from you just as diligently.” 

“You must really like him. Then again, he is 

lovely.” 

“He’s a boy.” 

“All the better. Perfect, unspoiled body that 

he has. | can’t wait to have him for myself. Can 
you imagine the suffering he'll endure when | and 


my legion possess him? The things he will see, the 


things his hands will do, and he’ll be powerless. A 
soul for me, for all time.” 

Indigo took a step forward and leaned against 
Eami’s desk, hands spread, anger pulling his 
tendons tight. God, how he wished they were on 
the outside. He’d shove the business end of the 
shotgun up the fucker’s ass and pull the trigger. 
The black in Eami’s eyes flashed to red. 

“Such thoughts, such delightful dark thoughts. You 
are a tease, my friend. A terrible, terrible tease.” 
“Keep it up and | won’t be teasing you for 

long.” 

“No, you won't. That is why | will allow you 

to keep Neko for the time being. You even have my 
permission to fuck him if you like.” 

“I have no interest.” 

“Don’t lie. You have plenty of interest.” Eami 

held up a hand, cutting off Indigo’s protest. “You 
either will or you won’t. | don’t care. The 


important thing is to keep him hidden.” 


“| can’t do that if he’s kissed.” 

“Is that why you risked meeting with the 
Seraph?” Eami shook a finger at him. “Oh yes. | 
know so many things. Like the future. It’s how | 
know Neko will be so important. How he must be 
watched over. How the Demon who dares to try 
and take him from me must be destroyed.” 

Most Demons could see the future, but luckily 

for humanity, they couldn’t control it. So the fact 
Eami knew something about Neko’s future didn’t 
disturb Indigo. It was Eami not knowing who was 
trying to mess up his plans that did. Blank spots in 
a Demon’s foresight were not normal. 

“Are you going to remove the kiss or not?” 

Indigo said. 

“Done.” 

“How did you hide it so well to begin with?” 
“Indigo, Indigo, Indigo, and here | thought you 
were smarter than the average Palet. Look at him. 


He is a nephilim with a soul. A nephilim who has 


Demonic and Angelic marks under his skin? A 
nephilim who struck fear into the guard dog of God 
himself?” 

Indigo took a step back. “If | admit my 

ignorance, are you going to grace me with an 
explanation, or should | just save us both the time 
and leave?” 

The Demon fiddled with a pen on his desk, 
Spinning it round and round and round. Eyes down, 
face blank, he seemed to have ended the 
conversation. Whatever. It wasn’t going to break 
Indigo’s heart. He started to turn. 

“Knowledge is the forbidden fruit.” There 

was a wicked tone to Eami’s voice and a deadly 
curl of lips. “If | tell you what you want to know, it 
will change you.” 

“If you want me to protect him from other 
Demons, | don’t think either of us have a choice.” 
“Of course you don’t.” 


Eami spread his hands on the desk as if taking 


a moment to admire his manicured fingers. 
Knowing him, he probably was. “Do you know 
what an artifact is?” 

It had been a long time since Indigo had heard 
that word used in this context. The last person to 
tell him about artifacts was Dante, and that had 
been decades ago. Before the Covenant, before the 
war came to a standstill and Serenity got lazy in its 
fight for mankind. 

Artifacts were drops of blood from God 

himself, lost during the first war of the heavens. It 
was the first and only time the Creator was 

injured. 

“I'll take your silence as a no,” Eami said. 

“I know what they are supposedly.” 

“Supposedly?” 

“It’s a fairy tale.” 

“You doubt your scripture?” Eami clicked his 
tongue. “What would Cornelius say? Shame, 


Indigo, you could bring the wrath of the Church 


down on you with that kind of thinking. Oh, wait, 
you already have.” He sighed. “Tell me, did Ariel 
bleed much? | am willing to bet he did. Angelic 
blood is such a delicacy. | prefer mine warm.” 
“The artifact, Eami. You were saying?” 

“But you don’t believe in them.” 

“And obviously you do.” 

“No, | don’t believe in them. | know they 

exist.” 

“How?” 

Eami’s shoulders rose and fell in a move so 
graceful it belonged onstage. “You’ve seen the 
proof. You’ve spoken to the proof. Fantasized 
about him.” 

“Neko?’ 

“Yes. Neko.” 

“He’s an artifact?” 

“No, he was created with one. Or part of one. 
The molecular code was extracted, combined with 


human DNA. And voila, there you have it. A 


nephilim with a soul.” 

“Impossible.” 

“Oh, very possible. Think about it. Humanity 

can only see the things born of other worlds as 
what they want to see. What their mind allows 
them to see. When the artifact was presented to a 
geneticist, he replicated the genetic code, spliced a 
few genes, and brought it to life.” 

It sounded like a lie. Indigo wanted it to be a 

lie, and yet he had a feeling it was the terrible 
truth. 

“So you just happened upon an artifact?” 

“Of course not. The Church has always 

known about them, and they possessed all three.” 
“And if the Church has them, then how did 

you get your hands on them?” 

“Just one.” 

“Okay, how did you get your hands on one?” 

How could the Demonic set foot into the realm of 


the most holy? If the wards didn’t obliterate the 


Demon’s familiars, the Sentinels and Cherubim 
would. Not even Indigo, as a Palet, was holy 
enough to pass the boundaries set to guard the 
Church’s treasures. As Eami had already pointed 
out, he had too many doubts, too much loss of faith. 
Only the most high, most holy, most... 

Indigo said, “Mara Ska.” 

Eami smiled. “You have redeemed yourself. 

Very good.” 

“And why would she help you?” 

“The same reason anyone eventually comes to 
me. They seek self-gratification. They seek 
knowledge.” 

“She’s a bitch, l'Il grant you that, but she 

hates you as much as I do. Maybe more.” 

“Oh, more. So much more. She hates the 
Demonic so much she is willing to sacrifice every 
soul on this miserable plane to prove her worth to 
that which is most holy and high.” 


“She couldn’t have taken it alone.” There 


were too many safeguards in place. 

“Of course she couldn’t have. She had help.” 
“Who?” 

Another coy smile from Eami. He folded his 

hands and propped his chin on them. “I’ve given 
you so much, Indigo, and you have yet to offer me 
anything in return.” 

Just like a Demon. “What do you want?” 

“Tell me about Dante. How he died. What he 

looked like. Rumors have been very vague with the 
details.” His tongue flicked out over his lips, 

leaving them wet. “Did he suffer?” Eami said 
“suffer” on the back of a moan. 

“Yes, he suffered.” 

“What happened, exactly?” 

“A few of your grunts took him out. It 

appeared like they might have tried to possess him. 
But as you can guess, his soul was too strong. They 
ripped him apart.” 


“Delicious.” Eami’s eyes fluttered. “| 


Suppose you didn’t take pictures to memorialize 
the moment?” 

“Fuck you.” 

“We've already had this discussion. Now tell 

me, do you really believe a few grunts just up and 
killed the great Dante Leonisis?” 

“Apparently so. He’s dead.” 

“And you're willing to believe that?” 

“It’s either believe they killed him or believe 

he let them kill him. | choose to think the former.” 
Eami’s chair squeaked again as he sat back. 
“Perhaps you should reconsider.” 

“Why, because having members of your horde 
kill him isn’t satisfying enough?” 

“I didn’t summon them.” 

“Liar.” 

“Oh, Indigo, your compliments embarrass me. 

As much as I'd like to take the honors, | did not 
summon the horde. That was Dante’s choice. He 


couldn’t bear dying like a mortal man, losing his 


mind, losing command over his body, growing old. 
| understand you’re familiar with that fear 
yourself?” 

Cold filled Indigo up, while at the same time 

his training warned him this was a lie. Once again 
that voice deep inside said it wasn’t. He thought 
about the burns on the tips of Dante’s fingers. He’d 
assumed Dante had touched something that 
emanated holy fire, but the cold burned too. And 
there was nothing colder than Hell. Eami was 

right. As much as Indigo hated the thought, he knew 
in his heart Dante would never fall victim to a 
handful of grunts. Even armed grunts, unless 
amassing in a swarm, stood very little chance 
against a seasoned Palet. 

“Dante was to firm in his beliefs. He would 

never kill himself.” Even as he said it, he knew the 
man had. It was the only explanation left. 

“And technically he didn’t.” 


No, the grunts had killed him. Like any Palet 


worth his salt, he’d gone out with his honor intact, 
fighting the enemy, killing the enemy. 

It was still suicide, and it was wrong. How 

dare that son of a bitch do this? To all of them. 
Eami’s eyes flashed from red back to black. 

“Shall | continue? Or have you had enough?” 
Indigo had had enough, only he couldn’t turn 
back now. “Tell me who helped Mara Ska get the 
artifact.” 

“What? You don’t want more details about 

Dante? His loss of faith? His deep sadness? His 
unanswered prayers? | could tell you so many 
things about the man you thought you knew, about 
the darkness that ate him alive.” 

“Enough, Eami. I’m not interested.” 

“Yes, you are.” 

“Tell me who helped Mara Ska. That’s all | 

want from you.” 

Eami gave him a bored look and took out 


another cigar but didn’t light it. 


“Now, Eami.” 

“The same man who ordered the punishment 

for Ariel, the same man who has been at the 
forefront of the Covenant.” 

“Cornelius.” 

“The one and only.” 

“But why?” Cornelius was devout. He might 

have been a pompous asshole, but he’d always 
been a staunch believer. But maybe like Dante, 
Indigo didn’t know the man as well as he thought 
he did. As of late, that philosophy seemed to apply 
to everything in his life. Eami was right. 
Knowledge was a deadly thing. 

“Ah, there you go teasing me again with your 
anguish. You keep this up and | might embarrass 
myself.” 

“Why would Cornelius help you?” The priest 

had to have a reason. One that made him beyond 
desperate. 


“He is only human, Indigo. He has needs, 


wants...desires.” 

“So he did this for money?” 

“Of course not. Like all men, Cornelius fears 
death.” 

“So you’re what, going to give him 

everlasting life?” 

“There are ways to considerably extend the 

life of a mortal. Did you know that? Did Dante tell 
you all the secrets, seductive, dark secrets about 
being Palet?” 

“Cornelius did this for immortality?” 

“Is there any better reason? Think about it. 

Not aging, not getting sick, not dying a withered 
old man. Being harder to hurt, harder to kill.” 
“Palet are already harder to hurt and kill.” 

“Ah, but Cornelius is but a humble servant of 
Serenity, and he doesn’t even have that gift. He 
was dying, and he didn’t want to die.” 

“Dying?” 


“He had pancreatic cancer. If we hadn’t made 


our deal, he would have been dead by now. But 
not before living for weeks infused with morphine 
to combat the pain. He wouldn’t have even have 
known who he was or where he was. Cornelius 
would have suffered a terrible and painful death 
worthy of a place in Hell. Then he would have 
ceased to exist. No more. Poof. Gone. Like you he 
has come to doubt God, the Church, and the calling 
of all things holy.” 

“So you promised him eternal life in 

exchange for his betrayal?” 

“Oh no. | didn’t let him off that easy.” Eami 
tugged at the sleeves of his suit and adjusted his 
tie. “His payment was betrayal, advocating the 
Covenant, and his soul. A bargain if | do say so 
myself.” 

The fool. 

While Indigo could come to terms with his 

own disillusionment, he had a hard time accepting 


so many others had fallen under the spell of 


hopelessness. Had God really abandoned them? 
Had God ever existed at all? Or were they all just 
locked in some great tug of war over the mortal 
world for a cause that had no beginning and no 
end? A war no one gave two shits about? Not even 
the humans living here. 

Even Cornelius, a man of the cloth, a man of 

the Church, had given in to the lull and dance of 
darkness, not because he wanted wealth, power, or 
sins of the flesh. He feared death. And he feared it 
because he didn’t believe in the very thing he 
stood for. 

“Tragic, isn’t it? They’ve all lost hope. They 

walk the path only because they have been trained, 
because it’s all they know. A lot like you, Indigo. 
Don’t you ever ask yourself why you fight, why 

you struggle? Wouldn’t it be easier just to give in? 
To not care? To not have to care? And now that 

you know the truth, why would you want to?” 


It would be easier. Just close his eyes and let 


the world pass him by. Embrace the darkness 
where there was no struggle for the light. The 
quiet. The peace. Again Eami was right; the 
Demon’s words weighted Indigo’s soul like he’d 
never felt before. The tide of sorrow threatened to 
erode his last slivers of hope. 

Indigo didn’t see Eami stand and move 

closer, but he smelled the death in his exhale and 
felt the cold flesh of his knuckle as Eami stroked it 
over his cheek. Indigo forced his eyes open. God, 
he was tired, just so fucking tired. 

Blackness swam in Eami’s dead fish eyes. 

His whisper caressed the shell of Indigo’s ear. “I 
can give you anything you want. Anything you can 
dream of. Wealth, power, lovers.” 

Just like a goddamned Demon. “You can’t 

help yourself, can you?” 

“Not when your misery tastes so sweet.” 

Eami lapped the air with his tongue. The tip was 


black, and small pustules covered the surface. 


“There’s one thing that doesn’t make sense.” 
“And what is that, dear Indigo?” 

“Why? Why any of this?” 

“I told you—” 

“You told me what they came to you for. But 
why have they lost their faith? The most devout 
and the most high? There has to be a reason.” The 
reason was huge. Going by the glint in Eami’s 
eyes, Indigo knew he’d found the base of the 
iceberg. 

“Are you sure you want to know?” 

“I already told you.” 

“And so far you still have your will to live. 

Are you truly willing to gamble that gift for my 
secrets?” 

Indigo didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” 

Eami’s grin was frightening. The Demon laid 

a hand on Indigo’s shoulder and tipped his head 
until their cheeks almost touched. The intimacy 


made Indigo’s skin crawl. 


“I told them what I saw.” Eami sighed. “I told 
them of my greatest vision ever.” 

Demons never lied about the future, because 
they couldn't. 

“What did you see, Eami?” 

“That change is coming. A new order is on 

the rise.” Eami stood and held out his hands. “That 
Palet will walk with Angels once more and even 
the Heavens will fall to the mortal plane. There 
will be great suffering, endless suffering, there 
will be no place for those most holy to flee. We 
will be on equal ground, and the greatest war we 
have ever known will come to pass. A war 
Serenity will not win, because it cannot.” Indigo 
could feel Eami’s pleasure with every word. But 
Demons always did wallow in the agony of others. 
A beast in the filth. 

So a new war was boiling to the surface. 

Battle was inevitable. 


Indigo gave the Demon a cold, hard grin, and 


the smile on Eami’s face held only for a few 
seconds before it was replaced by a look of 
confusion. 

Eami said, “Aren’t you afraid?” 

It wasn’t fear Indigo felt, but the heavy burden 

of guilt being lifted. The worry of offending the 
Church, the worry of bringing the wrath of 
punishment down on Ariel for his own mistakes. If 
what Eami saw was true—and it could only be 
true—then the Covenant would have no power and 
the Palet could finally do what they were created 
for. 

Indigo said, “It’s about fucking time | get to 

make your life miserable again without being 
punished for it.” 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

Neko huddled in the center of the chamber, 
listening to the silence. The quiet stretched on 
forever. Luci had promised she would come. He 


checked the clock on Indigo’s cell phone again. 


Fifteen minutes had passed. It felt like hours. 

A knock sounded, and the door lever turned. 

Indigo had said he was totally safe in here. Neko 
told himself to trust the man, even though he had no 
real reason to. 

When the door opened, Luci stood in the 

doorway, gun in one hand. “You okay?” 

Neko nodded and got to his feet. It didn’t 

seem possible, but the floor felt colder now, and 

the bite of winter held deep in the stones chewed 
through his already tender soles. 

Luci held out her hand and smiled. “C’mon, 

Neko, you’re safe. | would have been here sooner 
but there were two grunts in the rafters and | had to 
take care of them.” 

“| didn’t hear any shots.” 

“I used a knife.” 

She'd used a knife. Neko tried to imagine this 
soft-featured, kind-eyed woman doing something 


so brutal. He couldn’t. Neko took Luci’s hand and 


let her lead him into the main part of the church. 
Out front, a compact car sat waiting for them 
among a selection of bodies. Luci stepped over 
two without a second look. Neko tried to avoid the 
blood but twice felt the cold, congealing liquid 
squish up between his toes. 

“Where are we going?” 

Luci pulled out her keys and hit the keyless 

entry. “My place. It’s warded so you'll be safe 
there.” 

“What if they come for me?” 

She held up her gun. “I’m not the crack shot 
Indigo is, but | Know how to shoot. Don’t worry. 
Just get in.” 

He did, trying all the while not to get blood 

on her floor mats. 

Ten minutes later they pulled into a nice, neat 
neighborhood sporting clusters of earth-toned 
townhomes. Luci drove all the way to the back and 


parked in the small private parking lot off to the 


side. Here the houses were painted in soft tans and 
terra-cotta. Tiny, immaculate yards bumped up 
against concrete walkways. Luci got out, and Neko 
followed. 

There was a rosebush in a planter off to the 

right of Luci’s door. All withered and leafless, it 
looked like something old and long dead. Neko 
had the strangest urge to touch the thing. 

Luci caught his wrist. “Don’t. She’s 
temperamental.” 

“She?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is she a Sentinel?” 

Luci smiled, and it made her absolutely 

beautiful. “You know what those are?” 

Neko shook his head. “No, but Indigo has a 

statue. He left it to watch over me when he went 
wherever it was. He called it a Shishi. He wasn’t 
there when you came to the apartment.” 


“He probably hid since he knew I wasn’t a 


danger to him or you. Some do that.” 

“Why would he hide?” 

“To keep me from taking him. He can’t hurt 

me. I’m Palet. But | could claim him if | wanted. 
That particular Sentinel is very loyal to Indigo.” 
Luci went inside. 

“So he really would have killed those 

Demons if they’d gotten in the apartment?” Neko 
stopped at the foyer. Her floors were absolutely 
spotless. He looked down at his feet. The blood 
lined his toenails and made smears across his 
ankles. 

“You coming? | can fix you some hot 

chocolate.” 

Neko sighed. “You know, I’m not twelve.” 

Luci shrugged. “Are you telling me only 
twelve-year-olds can drink hot chocolate? | better 
send a memo to Indigo. He’ll be crushed.” 
“Indigo drinks hot chocolate?” 


“Yes. But only mine. He says it’s the best in 


the world.” She inclined her head. “Now come on 
and don’t worry about the floors. They wash. If 
they didn’t, Indigo would have ruined them a long 
time ago.” 

Neko joined her in the bright mint-green 

kitchen. Luci got out cups and a box of chocolate. 
Neko stopped at the table. “Can | ask a favor?” 
“Sure.” 

“I'd really like to take a shower. Would you 

mind?” 

She glanced over her shoulder, and her gaze 

went to his feet. “Yeah, | feel the same way when | 
get blood all over me. How about this: you go take 
your shower and l'Il not only have the hot 
chocolate done when you get out, but l'Il make you 
a sandwich.” Neko opened his mouth, and she held 
up a hand. “And not because | think you’re twelve. 
You're skinny as a rail, and you need to eat.” She 
pointed across the small apartment. “My room is 


over there. The second drawer down on the 


dresser has sweatpants. You’re about my height, 
and they have drawstrings so you can make them 
fit. | also promise that none of them are pink. 
Socks are in the top drawer, and if you want shoes, 
there are some old runners in the closet that will 
probably fit.” 

x OK OK OX 
The shower left Neko feeling better. No, 
more than just better: alive. He turned off the 
water. Angry voices attacked each other from the 
living room. Neko took a towel off the shelf and 
ran it over his body before wrapping it around his 
waist and stepping back into the bedroom. The 
door was closed, and while the voices were 
louder, he still couldn’t understand what they said. 
Luci’s he recognized; the other male voice he 
couldn’t place even though it sounded familiar. 
Neko found a pair of sweatpants, a shirt, and 
socks right where Luci said they would be. He 


dressed. The clothes were comfortable, soft, and 


most of all warm. 

There was a loud thud outside the room and 

the sound of something breaking. Neko yanked 
open the door. A lamp lay in pieces on the floor 
next to the wall, and a man Neko didn’t know was 
on his ass on the floor, one hand up like he was 
warding off another blow. Luci stood with the twin 
to the broken lamp in her hand. 

She smiled at Neko. “Just ignore us, 

sweetheart. Your sandwich and hot chocolate are 
on the table.” 

The man on the floor said, “You’re fucking 

crazy, Luci.” 

“Yeah, well, l'II make you think crazy when | 

bust your skull.” 

“What has gotten into you lately?” 

Neko didn’t move. That voice, he knew that 
voice. It had traveled through the deep fog of 
unconsciousness, said things about him, terrible 


things. Then it hit him. “You wanted Indigo to kill 


” 


me. 
Luci put the lamp down. “It’s time for you to 

go, Michael. This is my choice, my life. Now 
leave.” 

Michael stood up. He wasn’t as tall as Indigo, 

but he was wider, with more muscle. Clean-cut, 
dressed in jeans and a polo and with almost model 
good looks, he didn’t seem the type to hang out 
with people who killed Demons. Then Neko saw 
the scabbard on his back. 

“Wait.” Neko stepped into Michael’s way as 

he moved to the door. 

“What?” 

“Why did you want Indigo to kill me?” 

Michael glanced at Luci before swinging his 
calculating gaze back. “It’s nothing personal, but 
you just shouldn’t exist. Whatever you are, it’s a 
violation of holy law and the Covenant. That 
makes you inherently dangerous.” 


“What’s the Covenant?” 


“An agreement between Chaos and Serenity 

to end the death and destruction. Chaos limits their 
corruption to those who seek them out. They make 
no attempt to cross over the barriers into the 
mortal plane, and we don’t interfere when people 
choose their path.” 

Neko thought about Jake and wondered if the 
Covenant hadn’t been in place, could his fate have 
been prevented? “That’s supposed to save 
people?” 

“It does save people.” 

“But the average person can’t see what they 

are. And if the Demonic offer food and shelter to 
people who need it, how are they supposed to 
choose?” 

“They always have a choice.” 

“It’s not much a choice if it’s the difference 
between freezing to death on the streets or getting 
money for food, clothes, and a place to sleep.” 


Michael’s features hardened. “There is 


always an alternative.” 

“Like what? Have you ever lived out there? 

Have you ever suffered because you had nothing? 
The people Eami picks up have no choice but to 
take what he offers or die.” 

“Then they should accept their fate. Or find 
salvation with the Church.” 

“And that feeds people?” 

“No, it saves their soul.” 

“If that’s all the Church can do, then they’re 
useless.” 

Michael drew back his hand. Survival told 

Neko to run, but he stood fast. If the man wanted to 
hit him, fine, he’d bear the pain, because he 
believed what he said. 

Luci said Michael’s name. Not loud, but with 

the kind of venom that promised terrible things. 
When Neko looked up, she had her gun drawn. 
“You hit him and so help me God, it won’t be 


a lamp connecting with your head.” 


“You'd shoot me over him?” 

“Fuck, yeah.” 

“He blasohemed the Church.” 

“He’s a boy and an innocent!” 

“Innocent? He’s a nephilim!” 

“Even more reason for you to respect him. He 

is made from what is most holy.” 

“He’s an abomination.” 

“No, you’re an abomination. Now get the fuck 

out of my house!” 

Michael dropped his hand and raked a glare 

over Neko that made him take a step back. 

“Fine, but the next time you need help, don’t 
bother calling me. You’re as deranged as Indigo. If 
| didn’t know better, | would think you were on the 
juice too.” He walked out. The door slammed 
behind him hard enough to knock a picture off the 
wall. It shattered when it hit the floor. 

Neko stared at the broken glass, feeling like 


this was entirely his fault. He moved to clean it up, 


and Luci said, “Leave it. Come eat. Your cocoa is 
getting cold.” 

How could she be so kind to him? The lump 

in his throat made it difficult for him to swallow. 
Neko followed Luci into the kitchen. “I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t apologize for that asshole.” 

“But he was your friend.” 

“Yeah, he’s still my friend. Trust me, Michael 

will get over himself and he'll be back.” She 

pulled out a chair and gestured for him to sit. Neko 
did. 

The cup was almost hot to the touch. Neko 
wrapped his hands around the mug and relished the 
feel of it. When he took a sip, the sweet, creamy 
chocolate flavor drew a moan out of his chest. 

Luci laughed. “That good?” 

“Yeah. Indigo is right. That has to be the best 

hot chocolate I’ve ever tasted.” 

“Wanna know my secret?” She came to the 


table with her own mug in hand. 


“Please.” 

“Marshmallows and goat’s milk.” 

“Goat’s milk?” 

“Yeah, it’s sweeter and richer than regular 

milk.” 

“Wow.” 

She nudged the plate in front of him. “Now 

eat your sandwich. If you’re still hungry afterward, 
l'Il make you another.” 

Neko was Sure he’d barely be able to eat the 

one. It had to be three inches thick with roast beef, 
bean sprouts, tomatoes and...avocado? He picked 
at it. 

Luci said, “You don’t like avocado?” 

He shrugged. “I’ve never had it.” 

“|I promise it’s good.” 

He picked up the sandwich and took a bite. 

She was right; it was good. In between sips of the 
hot chocolate, Neko cleared half of the sandwich 


in three bites. When he sat down his empty cup, 


Luci picked it up, carried it back to the stove, and 
poured him another. 

Neko watched her, wondering if this was 

what it felt like to have a mother. Eami’s servants 
had fed and clothed him and he’d never gone 
without, but everything had been done for him 
without feeling, without expression. He barely 
knew Luci, and yet he knew she cared about him 
more than Eami’s people ever had. “Can I ask you 
something?” 

Luci tossed him a smile over her shoulder 

before coming back and putting his cup down in 
front of him. Neko ran a finger along the edge of 
the mug. 

“Sure, honey, you can ask me anything. You 
don’t have to worry about offending me.” 

Neko believed her. Luci would not get angry. 

She would not mock him. She would listen, and 
she would care. He took a sip of his cocoa. “Is it 


true, what Michael said about me being an 


abomination?” The word felt like broken glass in 
Neko’s mouth. Shame made it difficult for him to 
hold Luci’s gaze. Somehow he managed. 
Compassion was the only thing he saw in the 
woman's eyes. 

“Don't listen to him. He’s had a crush on 

Indigo for fifteen years, and it scrambles his 
brains.” 

Neko laughed. “No way.” 

“Yes way. He came into the Church’s fold 

when he was twelve, followed Indigo around like 
a lost puppy for years. Wanted to be just like him. 
Watched him with big doe eyes, oohing and ahhing 
over everything he did. No one was ever better 
than Indigo, at least in Michael’s mind. Pathetic 
really.” 

“Does Indigo know?” 

Luci rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding me? 

That man doesn’t even know love when it bites 


him on the ass.” 


“You mean Ariel, don’t you?” 

Her smile saddened. “Yes.” 

“I saw them together.” Neko’s cheeks 

warmed as he said it. He tried to hide his 
embarrassment behind another sip from his cup. “l 
didn’t mean to spy, but...” He shrugged. 

Luci’s hand came across the small table and 
touched his. “I think we’ve all seen them together. 
When they are around each other, they can’t help 
themselves. But it’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 

“And Indigo doesn’t love Ariel back?” 

Because in all honesty, Neko had a hard time 
believing the man didn’t. 

“Of course he does, more than anything. 
Something bad happened a few years ago, and 
Indigo got it in his head he and Ariel can’t be 
around each other or Ariel will suffer.” 

“What happened?” 

“You’ve seen Ariel’s wings?” 


“Yeah. They looked broken.” 


“They are broken. He was punished by the 

Church for violating free will.” 

“How?” 

“Indigo made a choice to go into a dangerous 
situation. He was going to die. He almost did die. 
Ariel violated Covenant by entering a Demon’s 
territory and getting Indigo out. Since Indigo made 
the choice to enter, he’d surrendered his free will. 
When Ariel chose to change the outcome, he went 
against Serenity’s first law.” 

“And that makes Indigo not want to be with 

him?” 

“Yes. Indigo thinks the Church punished Ariel 
instead of him because it would hurt him more. 
Technically Ariel did his job, which was 

protecting Indigo. He argued Indigo’s actions were 
righteous. | didn’t know the whole story until 
recently. But Indigo went in to try and save 
someone's life, knowing he would probably die. A 


righteous act. Sort of a loophole in the law.” 


“And the Church still hurt Ariel?” 

“Yes. Like | said, they knew it would hurt 

Indigo worse than if they’d punished him. Now, no 
matter what anyone says to Indigo, he refuses to 
believe he and Ariel can go back to the way things 
were. But he’s stupid, arrogant, pigheaded... Did | 
mention stupid?” 

Neko laughed again, but it quickly petered off 
when a thought of Jake entered his mind. 

Luci moved her chair closer. “What’s that 

face for?” 

He shook his head. 

“Neko, everything will be all right.” 

He shook his head again. Swallowed. It felt 

like there were rocks in his throat and glass in his 
chest. “I’d give anything to have the chance to be 
with Jake like that.” 

Luci pushed his bangs back and petted his 

cheek. “You lost someone you were close to?” 


“Yas,” 


“I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry.” 

Neko picked at his sandwich again, but his 
appetite was gone. He forced another bite only 
because he didn’t want to be rude. 

“Do you want me to make you a bowl of 
soup?” 

Instead of an answer, Neko said. “Am 1?” 

“Are you what?” 

“An abomination?” 

Luci sighed and sat back in her chair. “You’re 

a nephilim.” 

“Which is what exactly?” 

“The offspring between an Angel anda 
woman.” 

“That can happen?” 

“Yes, on rare occasion.” 

“And that’s bad?” 

“No, it isn’t bad, but it’s frowned upon. 
Nephilim are ostracized by the Church, and they 


have no place in Heaven. The mortal world often 


fears them for reasons humanity cannot explain. 
That fear in turn manifests as hate. Many nephilim 
don’t know they're of the immortal realm. When 
they’re young, they know they’re different. They 
can feel it, but they don’t understand why. They 
crave the Angelic, they long for their place in the 
heavens, but they will never have it.” 

“Why?” 

“They have no soul, and yet they live ina 

mortal body. They are endowed with free will, but 
they have no soul to be judged on. Most figure out 
very quickly they are unlike the rest of the world. 
They age normally at first, then slower, until they 
eventually stop around the age of thirty or so. Time 
becomes meaningless. They never get sick, and 
they are very difficult to kill.” 

“And 

that’s 

what 


makes 


them 

an 

abomination?” 

“No, it’s not that simple, I’m afraid. They 

change. Not because they want to, but they lose 
everyone they know, the world passes them by, 
people die around them. Most withdraw, become 
bitter, emotionless, apathetic. They lose their 
humanity completely, and many no longer identify 
with the world. It’s tragic really.” 

The idea of becoming that way made Neko 

feel cold inside. More than that, it made him want 
to go and be with Jake before he forgot what it was 
like to love him in the first place. 

“But that’s not your fate,” Luci said. 

Did she know what he'd been thinking? “But 

I’m a nephilim.” 

“You're not, not really. You’re made from 

that which is most holy and the mortal world, but 


you have a soul, Neko. A true nephilim doesn’t.” 


He had a soul. “So what am |?” 

“I don’t know. | don’t think anyone does.” 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

The red brick building Ariel lived in had 

once been a carpet mill. Sometime in the late ’90s 
some poor sod had converted it into a series of loft 
apartments in hopes of making millions. Then the 
real estate market collapsed, and the high-end 
apartments had sat unoccupied until the city 
reclaimed them for back taxes. Now it was like 
every other building in this area of town, worn and 
neglected, housing lower-middle-class working 
Stiffs. 

Perhaps that was how the heavens viewed 
humanity and why it seemed to have abandoned 
them. They were simply a bad investment no 
longer worth the upkeep. 

Indigo parked at the curb. He wasn’t sure why 

he was here. After all, he’d been the one to send 


the Angel away. He’d been the one to push and 


shove and finally make Ariel vow to stay out of his 
life. 

Less than two days and here he was crawling 
back. Indigo told himself to suffer the pain. It 
would fade, and he would forget. No matter how 
hard he denied it, he wanted to feel Ariel again. 
Breathe him in. Taste his flesh. After avoiding the 
Angel for years, it only took one time to fall off the 
wagon with no hope of going back. 

Indigo went through the double metal doors 

and headed down the hallway to the lift. Like 
always it was loud, and it trembled, pulleys 
squeaking and cables moaning, as if any minute the 
entire thing would let go and he’d plummet to his 
death. 

A fate he was sure would be much easier to 

bear than having Ariel turn him away. But Indigo 
knew the Angel wouldn't. If anything, he was 
forgiving to a fault and loving to the point of 


suicide. 


The elevator shuddered to a stop, and before 

the doors could open, the script on Indigo’s body 
warmed. There was another loud squeak when he 
pulled the gate back. Indigo stepped out into the 
large open space, moderately furnished. Even with 
art on the walls the apartment felt painfully empty. 
Like all the joy had been drained out of the room, 
leaving a hollow shell behind. 

Ariel stood near the windows, looking out. 

The last of the sunlight cast orange and red streaks 
over the tips of his wings. Indigo’s gaze swept 
over the back of Ariel’s neck, the length of his 
body, to the curve of his lower back and the swell 
of his ass peaking over the low-hanging, well- 
worn jeans. The cuffs were so shredded Indigo 
could see the calf of Ariel’s left leg and, of course, 
his beautiful ankles and feet. 

Indigo said nothing as he approached, body 
aching, mouth dry. How he hated these feelings. 


Not because he didn’t want them, but because of 


how weak they made him, how deep they hurt. 

He tried to think of something to say, some 

words of wisdom, some apology that would make 
everything right. Nothing came to him. Not a 
fucking thing. His hand shook as he reached out to 
brush the hair back from Ariel’s neck. That one 
touch, that one bit of contact burned him hotter than 
the Seraph’s holy fire. 

Ariel leaned back against Indigo. He kissed 

the gentle roll of muscle just above the Angel’s 
wing. Indigo trailed his hands over Ariel’s arms to 
his fingers, back, and then down his ribs. The 

Angel arched against him, his breathing ragged and 
desperate. 

Indigo kissed his cheek, tasting salt. He was 

the cause of those tears: his anger, his selfishness. 
Even when they broke his wings, Ariel hadn’t 

cried, but he cried now, he cried for Indigo. The 
thought screamed at Indigo to push the Angel away. 


As if he knew, Ariel gripped Indigo’s hand 


and said, “I was afraid you meant it this time.” 
Indigo had meant it, only he was too weak. 

Indigo drew a line up Ariel’s stomach to his chest 
with his free hand. He found the perky bud of a 
nipple and rolled it between his thumb and finger. 
Ariel pressed his ass against Indigo’s burgeoning 
erection. 

“I want you.” Indigo didn’t just want him, he 
needed him. 

“Yesss—”" 

Indigo struggled with the button and zipper of 
Ariel’s jeans. Fabric ripped, and the button pinged 
off to the floor and rolled under a nearby chair. 
Indigo shoved the jeans past Ariel’s hips. He ran 
his hands over the swell of Ariel’s ass before 
dropping to his knees. The zipper of Indigo’s pants 
pinched his cock, and he winced. 

Indigo kissed one cheek, then the other. 

Ariel’s skin was soft against his lips. Indigo 


pushed Ariel’s cheeks apart and teased his hole. 


Ariel’s hips surged, and he cried out. 

“Hands on the window. | don’t want you to 

fall.” There was the sharp slap of flesh to glass; 
only then did Indigo attack him. Nipping, licking, 
Indigo teased Ariel’s opening until he was slick 
with spit and begging with every breath. 

Indigo paused to unzip his jeans so he could 

use his hand, but that wasn’t what he wanted. He 
stood up and, with one hand around Ariel’s waist, 
pulled him back until he was almost bent over. 
Hands still on the window, Ariel looked back over 
his shoulder, blue eyes aglow with holy fire. 

The look Ariel gave Indigo made him falter. It 
begged Indigo to never push him away again. 
Could he do that? Would he? Indigo didn’t know. 
Indigo laid his head against the downy 

feathers of Ariel’s back, inhaling him. He smelled 
the same here as he did between his legs. Sweet: 
of sunlight, of purity. Even in a human-shaped 


body he was somehow so much more. 


“Please, Indigo.” Ariel rocked against him, 

making small sounds. 

“I want to love you.” 

“Then do it.” 

“But | don’t know how. | used to. God help 

me, | did. But not anymore.” 

“It’s not that difficult.” 

“Yes, it is.” He touched Ariel’s wings and 

pushed his fingers deep into the feathers until he 
found the misshapen bone and tender flesh. Ariel 
cried out. The Angelic script on his body flared. 
Indigo listened to Ariel pant as he traced the length 
of his wings to the disfigured elbow, to the arch, 
and down to the tip. Under him Ariel squirmed, his 
body tensing, his muscles jumping. If Indigo kept 
on, he could make Ariel come with just his hands 
on the Angel’s wings. 

“Please, no more. If you’re not going to fuck 

me, stop. Please stop.” The shudder that shook 


Ariel’s body was followed by a sob. Why did 


making Ariel suffer seem to be the one thing Indigo 
did so well? 

“I can’t make you any promises, Ariel, and 

you deserve promises. I’m a bastard. Selfish and 
shortsighted. I’m not that naive boy who fell in 
love with you twenty-five years ago. I’m bitter and 
so full of anger | can’t see who | am anymore.” 

Not only that—he couldn’t see his purpose. 

The most holy and honored of Palet, Mara Ska, had 
turned against the very force she stood for. 
Cornelius had sold his honor and his vows. Who 
could be trusted if Heaven was as full of 
corruption as Hell? 

No one. It was an answer that seared Indigo’s 

soul and devoured every last bit of hope. If it was 
all for nothing, the sacrifices he’d made, the 
sacrifices Ariel had made had been wasted. 

Ariel turned in his arms and cupped his face. 

The universe shone in the Angel’s eyes. His lips 


were soft on Indigo’s, his tongue sweet when it 


pushed into his mouth. Indigo tightened his grip on 
Ariel's hips, pressing their bodies together. Ariel 
rocked against him, and his cock left a smear of 
precum across Indigo’s groin. 

Indigo shoved Ariel back until his shoulders 

hit the glass. Ariel’s legs came up, wrapping 
around Indigo’s waist. Indigo shoved his pants 
down his hips. The cool air kissed his skin. Next 
to his ear Ariel hissed, “Stop stalling before you 
kill us both.” One arm went over Indigo’s shoulder 
and his free hand found Indigo’s nipples through 
his shirt and he tweaked one, then the other. The 
sting, the ache, it shot right down his stomach to 
his cock, which jumped and tapped Ariel’s ass. 
Indigo groaned. 

Indigo shifted his hold, putting one arm 

around Ariel’s waist, and lifted the Angel’s left 

leg to his shoulder. He gripped himself and 
stroked, milking precum against Ariel’s opening. 


Indigo rocked his hips, and he pushed his cockhead 


against Ariel’s hole. There was resistance, and 
Indigo leaned forward. He made his thrusts shorter 
with more pressure and was rewarded with entry. 
“Oh fuck...” God, Ariel was tight, like he 

was at the cusp of coming. Indigo snapped his hips 
forward, and with every thrust the glass at Ariel’s 
back rattled. He prayed it would hold. It was a 

long way down to the street. 

Ariel pulled Indigo down by his hair, 

Smashing their mouths together. Their teeth 
collided and then their tongues. Ariel fucked 
Indigo’s mouth like he fucked the Angel’s body. 
Brutal and without constraint. 

“More,” Ariel said against Indigo’s lips. 

“You won’t hurt me. You can’t hurt me. Don’t hold 
back.” 

Indigo didn’t. He shifted his weight and thrust 

so hard the glass near Ariel’s shoulder cracked. 
But he didn’t stop. Indigo couldn’t even if he 


wanted to. The feel of Ariel’s smooth flesh, the 


tightness of the Angel’s body around his cock. 
How Ariel’s muscles rippled under his hands. 
Ariel's crisp, clean scent mixed with human sweat. 
The small, desperate sounds Ariel exhaled. It was 
addicting and dangerous for them both. 

Tension coiled with fire in Indigo’s stomach, 

and his heart pounded in his chest. Breathing took 
second place to his need to have his mouth on 
Ariel’s lips. 

The warmth Indigo felt became an electric 

ache. The need for release made him shudder and 
broke his rhythm, turning it from precise to mirror 
the chaotic emotions he felt. 

The rush of euphoria caught him by surprise. 

It was followed by a wave of mindless pleasure 
that saturated Indigo’s consciousness. For a second 
or two the world disappeared and it was just him 
and Ariel. 

Air burned its way into Indigo’s lungs. His 


grip slipped, and he almost lost his hold on Ariel’s 


sweat-soaked body. 

Trembling, legs shaking, he lowered Ariel’s 

feet to the ground and leaned him back against the 
windows. Indigo sank to his knees in front of him. 
Indigo decided this was where he belonged, 
begging and worshipping. 

He pressed his face against the soft spot 

above Ariel’s cock, inhaling him. Indigo could 
never get enough of the Angel’s scent. A hand 
cupped the side of Indigo’s face, guiding him back 
until the head of Ariel’s cock tapped his chin. 
“Don’t make me wait. Please don’t.” 

Because Indigo had made him wait too long 
already. Indigo flicked out his tongue. God, his 
flavor. This had to be what ambrosia tasted like. 
Indigo forced himself to take Ariel’s cock until his 
jaw screamed and his throat tried to protest. 
Ariel’s hands dug into Indigo’s scalp, and his hips 
shot forward. Tears burned the corners of Indigo’s 


eyes, but he didn’t pull away. 


Indigo knew Ariel watched him. Indigo could 

feel the burn of Ariel’s gaze raining down on him 
and through him. The script under Ariel’s skin 
flared white-hot, and the rush of wet heat shot over 
Indigo’s tongue. He had done this countless times, 
and yet he never got over the flavor: sweet and 
rich. Like some kind of rare honey. He sucked 
hard, relishing the gift, wanting every drop he 
could milk from Ariel. 

Ariel slumped against the windows, and 

Indigo wrapped his arms around the Angel’s 
thighs, holding him, breathing him in. 

“I’m scared.” Indigo didn’t know why he said 

it, but when he did, he realized he was. For the 
first time in a long time, he was afraid. 

Ariel smoothed a hand over his head. “Of 

what?” 

“Of everything. The world is not the place | 
thought it was. | mean, | knew it wasn’t, but after 


today...” After today he had confirmation, and the 


truth was not a pretty thing. 

“Stand up.” Ariel pulled at his shoulders, and 
Indigo held him tighter. He could never get close 
enough to Ariel. Indigo could never love him 
enough. Anything he did or felt would be 
insufficient and put Ariel in harm’s way. More 
tugging from Ariel. “Please, Indigo, my ass is 
getting cold.” 

Indigo laughed, and so did Ariel. 

He stood, and Ariel kicked off his jeans, still 
clinging to one leg, leaving them on the floor near 
an end table. He took Indigo’s hand and pulled him 
toward the large bed occupying the corner of the 
room. 

“What are you doing?” 

Ariel’s smile was almost sinister. “I’m not 

done with you yet.” 

“I’m too old for this, Ariel.” 

“Never.” 


Ariel pushed Indigo back, and he flopped 


against the bed. The roll and ripple of a water- 
filled mattress jostled his entire body. Ariel 
yanked on Indigo’s boots, and they hit the floor 
with a thud. His pants were next, and then his 
boxers. Ariel stripped off Indigo’s shirt and tossed 
it over the edge. 

Ariel climbed over Indigo, pinning him down. 
“Swear to me.” 

“What?” 

“You will never send me away again.” 

Indigo shut his eyes. “I can’t.” 

“You can.” 

“No, | can’t. | might need to, to save you.” 

“| don’t need to be saved. Don’t you 
understand that? You don’t have to save me.” 
Indigo ran a hand over Ariel’s left wing. 
Feathers slid through his fingers, feeling lighter 
and softer than any earthly substance. “Tell me 
why you followed me into Botis’s realm. You 


knew what would happen.” 


“Do | need a reason?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then I did it because | love you.” 

“That’s not enough. There has to be more.” 

“And if there isn’t?” 

“Then you are a fool.” 

“No, I’m not.” Ariel leaned down and kissed 

him. “You are just too stubborn and pigheaded for 
your own good.” 

He petted the length of Ariel’s wing again. 

“I'll die if they take you away from me.” If the 
Church wanted to, they could summon a Seraph to 
bring judgment on Ariel and take him away. 

“No, you won’t. You’re stronger than you 

give yourself credit.” 

“Then I’d want to die. | wouldn’t have it any 

other way.” Ariel was silent, and Indigo touched 
his cheek, ran a thumb over his lips. “Please, 
Ariel, | need you to tell me what Dante told you.” 


“And you know | can’t.” 


He sighed. “Damn it, this is important.” 

“It’s not that | don’t want to. | can’t tell you 
because | gave him my oath, but | can confirm if 
what Eami told you today is related.” 

“How did you know | saw Eami?” 

“Hell has a distinct scent, and | can smell him 
on you.” 

“Good grief, how could you stand to be 

around me then?” 

Ariel laughed as he stretched out beside 

Indigo. “He smells worse to you because you're 
human. To me he just smells like another immortal 
with the slight odor of sour milk.” 

“Sour milk?” 

“Yeah.” 

“lII never eat yogurt again.” 

Another laugh from Ariel. He slid a hand 

over Indigo’s chest. His fingers teased one of 
Indigo’s nipples to a hard point. 


Indigo caught his hand and pressed his lips to 


Ariel’s knuckles. “The nephilim is kissed.” 

Ariel frowned. “How come | didn’t see it?” 

“It was made into him. Michael found it. 

Demons came to the apartment looking for him... 
Never mind. The point is, | summoned a Seraph to 
remove it.” 

“Are you insane?” Ariel shook his head. 

“Never mind, don’t answer that. Did he remove 
it?” 

“No, but something weird happened. The 

Seraph tried to kill me.” 

“That’s not weird, not for a Seraph. Wait, if 

he tried to kill you, how—” 

“How did | survive?” Indigo nodded. “Neko 

was with me and somehow stopped him.” 
Silence. Ariel did not look surprised. 

“You know why, don’t you?” 

“Because a Seraph can’t strike out against 

God.” 


“Neko isn’t God.” 


“No, he isn’t.” 

Indigo laid his head back against the pillow 

and stared at the ceiling. Copper pipes 
crisscrossed overhead. They were only for looks. 
The real plumbing was PVC and painted black to 
match the ceiling. “Eami asked to see me.” 
“And you went?” 

“He didn’t give me a choice. Don’t look at 

me that way. Just...” He exhaled his frustration 
and swallowed down his pride. “I went, and he 
told me that Neko was made from an artifact.” 
Ariel didn’t answer, and Indigo dropped his gaze 
to where Ariel rested his head against Indigo’s 
shoulder. He teased Indigo’s nipples again, 
circling, flicking, pinching. “Goddamn, will you 
quit? I’m trying to have a serious conversation 
here.” 

“You're always too serious.” 

“This is important.” 


“And so are you.” 


Indigo ran a hand over his face, then to the top 
of his head. Locks of his hair had come loose from 
his braid and felt like a lumpy mat under his palm. 
“Cornelius and Mara Ska conspired together to 
provide Eami the artifact.” 

“Did he say why?” 

Why did that question feel like a hint? Indigo 
rolled over on his side. “That’s it, isn’t it? Dante 
knew about what Eami saw.” 

“Yes.” 

“He said Dante told him to send the grunts.” 
“Yes.” 

“He wanted to die.” 

Silence. 

Maybe that was the wrong way to ask, 

because there was no way the old man wanted to 
die. “He had to die.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 


Ariel gave him a look. “My oath, remember 


my oath.” 


Indigo thought a moment. There were so many 


possibilities. So many reasons why Dante might 


have felt he had no choice but to die. It had to be 


big, maybe even some sort of penance. Indigo went 


with the worst-case scenario first. “Dante helped 


Cornelius and Mara Ska?” 

Silence. 

“He knew about what they did.” 

“Yes.” 

“And he also knew about the nephilim Eami 
created.” 

“Yes.” 

“So Eami told him.” 

Silence. 

Which meant no. Then who? He couldn’t 


think of anyone. 


“Eami said Serenity could not win the coming 


war. Dante knew about Eami’s vision.” 


“Yas,” 


“And that’s why Dante killed himself.” After 

all, there had to be a reason, and that seemed as 
plausible as any other. 

“Yes.” 

“But it was because he had to, because he 
knew.” 

“Yes.” 

“God, | hate this game. | just want you to 

know that.” He rolled onto his back. “I wish you 
hadn’t sworn to him.” 

“If | didn’t, then | would have told you, and 

you would have found out too soon.” 

Indigo raised an eyebrow. “Too soon?” 

Ariel rolled over him, straddling his hips, 

rising up on his knees. Half-hard, Angelic script 
aglow, he looked as heavenly as his birthplace. 
Ariel swept a hand over his stomach, his chest. 
Then Ariel reached skyward in a slow stretch. So 
beautiful, so perfect. Indigo stared in awe. Just the 


sight of him was enough to make Indigo hard again. 


Ariel put a hand on Indigo’s chest. “Enough 
questions for a while.” 

“I told you, this is important.” And yet he 

found himself reluctant to care. According to Eami 
they were about to enter the ugliest war between 
Heaven and Hell since the birth of time. A war 
Serenity would not win, which meant none of them 
would survive it. 

Somehow the knowledge made this moment 

so much more important. 

Indigo decided right then that the end of the 
world could wait. He had an Angel to love. 
Chapter Twenty-Five 

Luci opened the door, glaring. “Where the 

hell have you been?” 

“Busy.” Indigo really hated it when she 

looked at him like that. The frown she wore lasted 
until Ariel stepped up beside him. 

She smiled, eyes going sparkly. “Well, that 


didn’t last long.” 


“Shut up.” Indigo pushed past her. 

“Sure, come on in, make yourself at home. 

You know where the coffee is.” 

Indigo glanced back to see Ariel kiss her on 

the cheek. Now he felt like an ass. “Is Neko 
Okay?” 

“He’s taking a nap. He’s worn-out.” 

“Can he stay here with you for a couple of 
days?” 

“A couple of days?” 

“Yes, two, maybe three.” 

“Three is not a couple, Indigo.” 

Indigo poured himself a cup of coffee. He 

looked back at Ariel, who shook his head. No, 
Ariel never drank coffee. Juice and milk, yes, but 
never coffee. 

Luci joined him at the kitchen counter. “What 
happened that made you have to leave him behind 
in the first place? There were dead familiars all 


over the parking lot. The police are going to have a 


fit.” 

“Eami happened. As for the familiars, they 

started it.” 

“Eami?” 

“Yeah. He sent a bunch of his people to 

collect me.” 

“And you shot them?” 

“There is no Covenant anymore, Luci. Jesus 
Christ, will you quit looking at me like that? The 
rules ended the moment they raped that boy in there 
and tried to possess him!” 

“Don’t you yell at me! You’re in my house, 
remember? My rules.” Luci emphasized each word 
with a finger poke to his chest. 

Indigo pinched the bridge of his nose, counted 
backward from ten. Why was it that no one else 
could see things like him, for what they were, the 
reality: Serenity and Chaos were at war. There 
was never any Covenant. It was just a convenient 


excuse for the Church to look the other way. 


“Indigo.” Ariel’s touch was cool against the 

back of his neck, soothing the tension and easing 
the ache. Lips brushed the shell of his ear. “It’s 
Okay. Luci is on our side.” 

He nodded. 

“He’s had a bad day,” Ariel said. 

Luci snorted. “Really?” She shook her head. 

“So what happened after you killed all of Eami’s 
people?” 

“I went to see him.” Indigo drained his cup 

and then gave her the abbreviated version of what 
happened. When he was done, she stared at him. 
“Eami has to be lying, Indigo. You of all 

people know better than to trust a Demon.” 
“Yeah, normally | would agree with you. But 

Mara Ska knew what Neko was. How could she? 
She’s never seen him. But she knew. And 
Cornelius? He couldn’t have gotten the artifact 
alone.” 


“This doesn’t make any sense.” 


“Yes and no.” Indigo walked over to the 

kitchen table and fell into a chair. Everything hurt, 
especially his heart. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Eami told me he saw the future. A war is 

upon us. One Serenity cannot win.” 

“He was lying.” 

Indigo heard the same kind of conviction in 

Luci’s voice as he’d felt himself when Eami first 
told him. “You and | both know when it comes to 
the future, Demons do not lie.” It was about the 
only time they didn’t. “And the Church was right.” 
“About what?” 

“Dante killed himself.” 

Luci sat down beside Indigo and touched his 

arm. “I’m so sorry.” 

He shrugged. “I was naive.” 

“You loved him.” 

“So did you.” 


Her hand tightened. “What else did Eami 


say?” 

“He wants me to keep an eye on Neko, 

protect him from the other Demons. The ones who 
came after him were not summoned by Eami. He 
doesn’t know who they belonged to.” 

“Are you going to protect him?” 

“Of course.” 

“What about the kiss?” 

“Eami said he will recall it. | would assume 

since there isn’t a horde knocking at your door, it 
means he already has.” 

“Then what?” 

“I don’t know, but the Covenant is gone, and 

we can fight.” 

Luci sat back. 

Indigo did not like the look she gave him. 
“What?” 

“You act like killing and fighting is nothing.” 

“It’s better than sitting around.” 


“Maybe for you.” 


He struck the table with his fist. The salt and 
pepper shaker jumped. “Goddamn it, Luci, don’t 
you back out on me now!” 

“There is nothing for me to back out on. Will 
you listen to yourself? You made a contract with 
Eami. What did he promise you for your 
services?” 

“It’s not a contract, and he didn’t promise me 
anything.” 

“Demons do not make agreements without 
contracts. You of all people know that.” 

“I’m not protecting Neko because Eami 

asked, it’s because | don’t want to see that kid 
killed.” 

“And what about the kiss? Why is he taking it 
back?” 

“Because he doesn’t want other Demons to 

get him more than he wants to keep tabs on where 
Neko is.” 


“And what happens when Eami comes for 


him?” 

“I told Eami I’d send him right back where he 
came from.” 

Luci sighed. “I’m sorry, but this arrangement 
seems too good to be true. There is no way Eami 
doesn’t have something up his sleeve.” 

“There is nothing good about it,” Indigo said. 

Ariel sat down in a chair beside Luci and 

took her hand. “Look at me.” She did. “I know it 
doesn’t seem this way right now, but Neko is 
important, very important, or Eami would not have 
allowed Indigo to leave his realm alive. He wants 
Neko kept from the hands of other Demons enough 
to let Indigo have him. You know Eami’s 
reputation. For him to do this smacks of something 
far bigger than any of us can imagine.” 

“What are you not telling me, Ariel?” Luci 

asked. 

Ariel met Indigo’s gaze. 


Indigo said, “Dante swore him to secrecy.” 


“What?” 

“Ariel can’t tell you anything. Hell, he can’t 

tell me anything. Except for the little bit I’ve been 
able to glean from yes and no questions.” 

Luci scowled. “Why would you do such a 

thing?” 

The Angel shrugged. “I didn’t have a choice.” 
Neko stepped into the kitchen. “Am | 
interrupting?” Hair tousled, sheet creases on his 
cheek, he looked all of twelve years old fora 
moment. Then he moved, and Indigo was painfully 
reminded of what Neko had done for a living, not 
to mention why he’d been good at it. He wasn’t a 
kid. He was a nephilim, and he was beautiful. 

Ariel smiled like he’d read Indigo’s mind. 

The thought that Ariel might know he was admiring 
Neko made Indigo’s ego take a header. He stood 
up. To Luci he said, “Can you keep an eye on him 
or not?” 


Neko answered. “I’m nota child.” 


No, he wasn’t. “I didn’t say you were.” 

“You didn’t have to. Every one of you keeps 
treating me like one.” 

“I’m trying to protect you.” 

“As | see it, I’m the one who protected you 
today.” 

Ariel laughed. “He has a point.” 

“Shut up. You’re not helping.” Indigo looked 

at Neko. “I’ve got to go somewhere that won’t be 
safe for you.” 

“The Church?” 

How did he know? “Perhaps.” 

“You know, you get this little tick right under 
your left eye when you lie.” Neko drew his legs up 
in a chair and folded his elbows over his knees. 
“Just sayin’.” 

Tick under his left eye? Both Ariel and Luci 
laughed. Indigo said, “Very funny.” 

“He’s right.” Ariel picked up Indigo’s cup 


and took it over to the coffeemaker to refill it. 


“Your left eye does kind of jump.” 

“Like | give a fuck.” 

“Admit it, Indigo. You need me,” Neko said. 

Luci smiled. “It’s okay, Neko. | don’t mind if 

you stay here.” 

He shook his head. “No, he needs my help. If 

it wasn’t for me, he’d be ash in the middle of 
Dante’s chamber.” 

Luci turned her dark brown eyes on Indigo. 

He squirmed. He hated squirming. “What’s he 
mean?” she said. 

Indigo took the coffee cup from Ariel. Indigo 
drank, hoping Luci would let him off on this one. 
No chance. Indigo cursed under his breath. “The 
Seraph tried to torch me.” 

“What?” 

“You heard me.” 

“Seraph don’t try to incinerate people. They 
just do it.” 


“I stopped him.” 


Luci turned to Neko. “How?” 

“I don’t have any idea. | just got in the way. 
Whatever it was he did, stopped.” 

All the color drained out of Luci’s face, and 

her eyes looked almost frightened. Indigo said her 
name. “What’s wrong?” 

She shook her head, then stood up and walked 
out of the room. 

Ariel bumped Indigo’s arm. “You better go 

see if she’s okay.” 

Indigo walked into the living room and found 
Luci standing by the window. “You all right?” 
The look on her face said she wasn’t. “You 
never did tell me what Mara Ska and Cornelius 
did with the artifact they stole.” 

“They used it to make Neko.” 

She shut her eyes, looking pained. 

“Luci?” 

“He’s not a nephilim.” 


“Eami said he was different.” He put a hand 


under her chin, but she pulled away. 

“You don’t understand. He isn’t...” Her 

hands curled into fists. Luci looked like she was 
about to cry, and she never cried. “Have you ever 
heard of something called a Sin Eater?” 

“I think Dante mentioned something about 

them once.” 

“They supposedly fought in the first war 

between Chaos and Serenity. The story goes that 
God took a drop of his blood and combined it with 
five Angels who went on to become the greatest 
weapons used against the Demonic.” 

“Okay.” 

“But when mankind came into being, they 
descended upon us, taking our sin. Our original 
sin. They couldn’t stop themselves. They were 
hunters and warriors. Practically machines.” 

All humans were born with sin. Free will 

was what decided if it would remain few or many. 


Without sin a human being had no toll to pay their 


entrance into Heaven or Hell. Cursed to eternity, 
and when they died, the only place they had to 
dwell was the darkness, forever bound in total 
nothingness, their soul left to wander forever. 

Luci said, “The Angels were powerless 

against them, because they were made directly 
from God. But the Sin Eaters had to be stopped, so 
God gave the Sight to select mortals, who upon 
seeing the Sin Eater for what it was, could kill it. 
Free will enabled man to do what the Angelic 
could not.” 

“And you think Neko is a Sin Eater?” 

“It’s the only thing | know of strong enough to 
stop a Seraph.” 

“If that’s what he is, then he can be used 

against the Demonic.” 

“Indigo, there’s a very good possibility that 

when he matures, he will be driven to consume sin. 
All sin. He won’t discriminate. Souls will suffer.” 


Indigo took a step back. “What are you 


saying?” 

“Maybe Michael was right.” 

“You can’t be serious.” 

“Do you think | want this? Do you think it’s 

easy for me to say these things? But history—” 
“Fuck history. God is gone, has been gone. If 

there ever was a God to begin with, something | 
seriously doubt most days.” 

“Indigo.” 

“Forget it. You said yourself a Sin Eater was 
created with a combination of God’s blood and the 
Angelic. Neko was born of a human woman, 
genetically built. God wasn’t even involved.” 

“God is always involved, Indigo. Even 

through science. You may not believe anymore, but 
it doesn’t change the fact that it’s true.” 

He growled. Fine, she could believe in God. 

A God who hadn’t so much as lifted a finger to 

stop the suffering, the torture, the sheer numbers of 


dying. “Look me in the eye and tell me you believe 


Neko is some monster capable of harming people. 
Do it, Luci. Do it, and l'Il walk in there right now 
and snap his neck.” 

Her eyes came up and held his gaze. For a 
moment Indigo regretted the challenge. Could he 
kill the boy? He didn’t know. He didn’t want to 
know. Then Luci dropped her stare. At least she 
was looking elsewhere and didn’t see the relief he 
felt. 

“No. | don’t believe he’s capable of hurting 
anyone,” she said. “He’s not evil, and he’s not 
void of human empathy like that which is most 
holy.” 

Indigo pushed a hand through Luci’s hair and 
tipped her face up. Her lips were soft, but she felt 
nothing like the Angel who held his heart. But she 
was like him, Palet. She understood the battle, and 
she had not forgotten her place, her calling, and 
why they were here on this earth. For that alone 


Indigo loved her. 


She smiled when he pulled back. “What was 
that for?” 

“Because you have a good heart.” 

“Good hearts get you killed in this line of 
work.” 

“If Eami is right, | don’t think any of us are 
going to be alive for very long.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“I don’t know, but I’m sure it will be stupid 

and dangerous.” 

“You never do anything stupid.” 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

Neko watched Ariel make sandwiches and 

was in awe at how such a simple domestic act 
could be transformed into a beautiful series of 
flowing limbs and untainted beauty. 

Neko yanked his gaze away when the Angel 
came back to the table, plates in hand. Ariel put 
one down in front of him and took the other for 


himself. 


“I already ate.” 

“It won't hurt you to eat some more.” Ariel 

sat down beside him. His wings whispered against 
the back of the chair, feathers cascading all around 
like strands of fine silk. “Eat, Neko. You’re too 
thin.” 

He started to tell Ariel that Eami wanted him 

thin. Too much weight and Eami would dock his 
paycheck. Like it mattered now. The savings Neko 
had planned to set himself up on for the rest of his 
life was gone. Now he was not only penniless but 
homeless to boot. He stared at the sandwich. 

Ariel pushed the plate closer. “Eat or you'll 

hurt my feelings. | slaved hard over that 
mayonnaise jar to make this.” 

Neko smiled, but it didn’t last long. “What’s 

going to happen to me?” 

Ariel chewed and wiped a glob of mayo off 

his lip. “What do you mean?” He sucked his thumb 


clean. 


“| don’t have anywhere to go, no money, no 
one to stay with.” 

“You'll stay with Indigo or Luci.” 

“| don’t think Michael would like me staying 
with Luci.” 

“Trust me, Luci doesn’t care what Michael 
thinks.” 

“Does she love him?” 

“Do you mean is she in love with him?” 

Neko picked up the sandwich and took a bite. 
“Yeah.” 

“No. She loves him because he’s like her, but 
she’s not in love with him.” 

“Oh.” Neko chewed. Swallowed. “What 

about you and Indigo?” 

Ariel paused for a moment midbite, eyes 
becoming shadowed and at the same time 
twinkling with a kind of inner light that made Neko 
think of deep connections, deep ties, the kind of 


bond he’d had with Jake, even if it had been short. 


After he chewed, Ariel said, “We love each 

other very much.” 

“But he hurts you?” 

“He doesn’t mean to. Indigo carries a lot of 

guilt. Loving me cost him more burden of 
conscience than one man should ever have to bear. 
It’s broken him in some ways, made him stronger 
in others.” 

Neko leaned forward to try and catch a 

glimpse of Indigo and Luci talking. He could hear 
their hushed voices. Indigo’s deep and seasoned 
with the hard edge of anger, Luci’s softer, almost 
tender, and yet commanding. “They’re talking 
about me, aren’t they?” Why else would they be 
whispering? 

“Yes.” 

“What are they saying?” Ariel didn’t answer, 

and Neko brought his gaze up. 

The Angel’s brows were down, his mouth 


tight. “It’s not important.” 


“Going by the look on your face | have a hard 
time believing that.” 

“Trust me. It’s nothing for you to be 

concerned with.” He finished his sandwich and 
took his dish to the sink. 

“Jake came to me in a dream.” Neko wasn’t 

sure why he told Ariel, only it felt like the right 
thing to do. He wondered if the Angel would 
laugh. He waited for him to laugh. 

Instead Ariel said, “Dreams can be powerful 
doorways between this world and Heaven or Hell. 
Sometimes people we lose find their way back to 
us, if only for a moment or two.” 

“He told me I’m supposed to help you and 
Indigo. He said you two would need me.” 

A kind of veil slid over Ariel’s expression, 

and for a second or two he looked very old and 
very wise. Then the eternal youthful features 
returned to his face. 


“You know about me, don’t you?” Neko 


asked. 

“Yes.” 

“What else do you know?” 

“I know what you are, what you are meant to 
be, why you are here.” 

Neko stood and walked up to him. The 
Angelic script on his body flickered, and Ariel’s 
echoed it. “Why does that happen?” 
“Because we are both carved of what is most 
holy.” 

“But I’m not an Angel.” 

“No, you’re something far more powerful. 

Far more rare.” 

“Does Indigo know what | am?” 

“He has an idea, but Dante never told him.” 
“Indigo talks about him, but he’s never said 
who he was, exactly.” 

“He was the head Palet, a kind of teacher, a 
father figure. Especially to Indigo, who had no 


family when he first came to the Church.” 


“So Dante told you but not him?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“Because Indigo isn’t ready yet.” 

“Have you told him?” 

Ariel shook his head and dropped his gaze. “| 
can’t. | made an oath to Dante to not inform any of 
the Palet about anything | know. | can only confirm 
what any of them learn on their own.” 

“You're telling me.” 

“You're not Palet.” 

So there was no reason for Neko not to ask, 

“What am |?” 

“The future.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Eami helped create you for self-gain. 

Demons and Angels cannot alter the future, only 
those with free will can, but they are limited by 
their mortality. You have no such limits. You will 


be able to alter the course we have set for 


ourselves. You will change the ties Palet have to 
the Church. You will set those like Indigo free.” 
“How?” Neko whispered. 

“I don’t know the exact path you will create. 

No one does. They will be your choices, your 
decisions, your future as well as everyone else’s.” 
“So I’m some kind of time traveler?” That 
sounded ridiculous, more so when Neko said it 
aloud. 

“Of course not. Some will call you a Sin 

Eater, others will call you the Mouth of God, but 
you are none of those things. There has been 
nothing like you before now, and there may never 
be again.” 

“What is it I’m supposed to do? This 
changing-of-the-future thing?” 

Ariel shrugged. “Again, that’s not something 
anyone can know but you. All | can tell you to do 
is trust your instinct.” 


Neko couldn’t help but wonder how his life 


had taken this turn. First he was a toy for men to 
masturbate over and a means for a Demon’s 
entertainment. Then the only person he ever loved 
was forced to do terrible things to him. Now he 
was some prophet, or some future hope? Anger 
made him tremble, and rage burned under his skin. 
The Angelic script on Neko’s body hummed, 
flashing from white to dark purple. 

Ariel touched Neko’s face. Even though he 

wanted to pull away, he couldn’t. That one touch 
brought a soothing presence with it, a rush of 
peace and tranquility. 

“It’s not fair.” Neko practically spit the 

words out. 

“I know.” 

“I didn’t ask for this. | didn’t ask for any of 

it.” 

“People rarely ask for the trials they are 

burdened with.” 


“I’m supposed to get to be with Jake.” Jake 


had said not now; he hadn’t said not ever. “I want 
to be with him. Don’t you get it? | don’t want to be 
here at all. And now you're telling me I have to. 
That | don’t have a choice?” 

Sadness filled Ariel’s blue eyes. “You have 

free will, Neko. You can choose whatever you 
want.” 

“What happens if | do?” 

“Use the bit of Demon inside you and see for 
yourself.” 

“How?” 

“You'll know. When you’re ready to see, 

you'll know.” 

Neko was just about to tell Ariel what he 

thought of all the cryptic shit when Indigo walked 
back into the kitchen. The look he tossed back and 
forth between them made Neko drop his gaze. 
“Everything all right?” Indigo said. 

Ariel inclined his head. “Fine.” 


“How come it feels like you’re lying to me?” 


In a flow of grace and beauty Ariel walked 

past Indigo, his wing close enough that it brushed 
Indigo’s arm as he walked out of the kitchen. Neko 
did not miss the expression on the Palet’s face. 
Hungry, desperate. Emotions so raw Neko had to 
look away. 

Luci joined them in the kitchen. Neko said, 

“So have you two decided about me yet?” 

Indigo’s head whipped around. “Excuse me?” 

“You and Luci were talking about me. So | 
was wondering if you’d decided anything.” 
“And how the fuck do you know what we 
were talking about?” 

“Because you went in the other room and 
proceeded to whisper an argument.” 

Luci laughed. “He’s got you there, Indigo.” 
She winked. 

“There’s nothing to decide, so don’t worry 


about it.” 


Neko frowned. 


“Look, | swear, just...” He rubbed the back 

of his neck. “I Know the last couple of days have 
been shitty for you, but | need you to trust me.” 

“I do trust you.” Neko had no idea why. He 
glanced at Ariel. Trust your instinct. His instinct 
told him to have faith in Indigo. The man seemed 
taken aback for a moment, as if he’d expected 
Neko to argue. “But when you leave, | want to go 
with you.” He wasn’t sure where the desire came 
from. Maybe it didn’t come from anywhere. Maybe 
part of him was just looking for a way to die so he 
could forget all this apocalyptic bullshit. Prove 
Ariel wrong. Maybe even prove Jake wrong. 

“Go with me where?” Indigo took a step 

forward. Even without the coat, the hat, he was 
imposing. Like a rugged form of potential 
violence, his presence rolled off him in waves so 
powerful that the guns he wore were nothing more 
than a warning label for what he was truly capable 


of. 


Neko shrugged. “Wherever it is you’re going 

to go. Because you’re going to go somewhere, 
right? To stop whatever it is you need to stop.” 
Indigo’s expression hardened. “I don’t know 
what we're going to do yet. First things first. We 
need to make sure Eami did as he promised and 
removed the kiss.” 

“How?” 

“Since Luci will kill me if | bust up her 

furniture, Michael is out of the question.” Indigo’s 
gaze slid to Luci, who did not look amused. 

“You shouldn’t pick on people smaller than 
you,” she said. 

“I wasn’t picking on Neko.” 

“No, | mean Michael.” 

He laughed. “And everyone wonders why | 

love you so much.” 

“You love me because if you didn’t, I’d break 
your arm.” 


Indigo rolled his eyes. He motioned for Neko 


to follow. “C’mon, Ariel will want to do this in 

the basement.” 

“Why the basement?” 

“In case we catch anything on fire.” 

Neko thought he was joking, but the look on 

his face said anything but. “What are you going to 
do to me?” 

“Not me. Ariel.” 

They headed down the steps. Ariel was 

already in the basement, which was finished out, 
complete with a bedroom and bathroom. All the 
furniture had been pushed against a wall, and Ariel 
moved around the middle, drawing a symbol by 
pouring white powder into a series of lines. 

Neko watched as the Angel closed it all in 

with a circle. Ariel handed Indigo the canister. 
Indigo said, “l'Il be right upstairs. Call if you need 
me.” 

Ariel nodded. 


“Why is he leaving?” Neko asked. 


“It will be easier on him that way.” 

“Easier?” 

“Just trust me. I’m not going to hurt you.” He 
held out a hand to Neko. “Now, step inside with 
me.” 

Neko didn’t move. “What’s going to 

happen?” 

“It will depend on whether or not you're still 
kissed.” 

That didn’t sound very promising. Neko 

inched forward and stepped over the line. He 
expected to feel something, maybe a tingle ora 
burn, since Indigo had mentioned fire. Then he felt 
silly when he didn’t. He stood where Ariel guided 
him, putting his feet in the center of two strange 
Shapes as he was told. 

“Take off your shirt.” 

“Why?” 

“Because | don’t have X-ray vision and can’t 


see through your clothes.” 


Neko took it off and looked for a place to put 

it. He wound up tossing it off into the corner. 
“Now what?” 

Ariel smiled. “Patience. You'll see.” His 

warm hands touched Neko’s shoulders and flowed 
down his arms. Ariel’s fingers made light touches 
across his skin, tracing the invisible script under 
Neko’s flesh. 

“I thought Indigo said you couldn’t see the 

kiss.” 

“I can’t, not like Michael, but this will let me. 

| wasn’t looking before, and now | am.” 

“What happens if you find it?” Neko shivered 

as Ariel’s fingertips brushed his stomach, then his 
ribs. He closed his eyes against the warmth 
pooling in his stomach. 

“Let’s not worry about that right now.” 

Ariel’s touch cut a warm path between Neko’s 
pecs to his collarbone and down again. 


Ariel began to undo Neko’s sweatpants. 


Neko’s eyes flew open, and he grabbed the 
Angel's wrists. 

“Neko, | promise, I’m not going to do 

anything to you.” 

That wasn’t the problem. Neko was already 
half-hard, and he didn’t want the Angel to know. 
Ariel leaned closer. His intoxicating scent filled 
Neko’s lungs. Neko’s head spun, and his eyes slid 
shut again. His pants pooled around his feet. 

“It’s okay. What you feel is normal.” 

“Why?” Although it no longer seemed 

important. Part of Neko knew Ariel was somehow 
causing this strange euphoria, but he couldn’t seem 
to muster up the will to care. The feeling of 
weightlessness, the softness of his thoughts, it 
reminded Neko of the dream with Jake, which did 
not help his situation one bit. 

“It is our nature. It’s why once we choose a 
corporeal form, we are never the same again. 


Given a human body, we can feel what a human 


feels. Pain, pleasure, these are gifts withheld from 
the immortal. These are our weaknesses. It’s why 
Lucifer challenged God himself and why so many 
Angels followed him to Hell. They wanted the 
tactile gifts bestowed to mortal men. The right of 
free will, procreation, and a soul to see them 
beyond.” 

Ariel’s hands on Neko’s hips made him 

moan. Neko wanted Ariel’s hands on his cock, but 
Ariel didn’t even acknowledge Neko’s throbbing 
erection. Ariel’s fingertips skimmed Neko’s 
thighs. He walked a full circle around Neko, and 
the long feathers of Ariel’s wings caressed him. 
The plumes swept across his arm and kissed his 
shoulders, invoking pleasure points across his 
Skin. Like tiny bits of static electricity, the 
sensation danced across his flesh. It rolled through 
his muscles and sank into his core. 

Sweat beaded on Neko’s skin. He panted. 


“Please stop.” 


“Bear with me just a little longer.” 

Neko shook his head. He wondered if Ariel 
would care if he jerked off, but Neko found his 
arms too heavy to even try. 

Ariel’s hands stopped moving just below 

Neko’s left shoulder blade. Lingering, touching, 
digging into the muscles, creating pleasant 
pressure. His touch moved to the other side, and 
after a moment he stopped. 

“It’s gone.” 

What was gone? Neko couldn’t remember. 

Ariel pulled Neko out of the circle and led him 
over to the small bed. Neko couldn’t help but 
wonder if the Angel was going to fuck him. Neko 
wanted him to. 

Ariel’s laugh was soft. “Indigo would kill us 
both.” 

Had he said that out loud? Neko turned his 

face away. “I’m sorry.” 


“Like | said, it’s normal. Now rest.” 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 

It was taking forever. Indigo paced, and 

Angelic script burned under his skin. He could feel 
Ariel and what the search was doing to him. 
Fucking Angels. No wonder the Church had 
stopped assigning them Palet. Who could stop 
themselves from wanting them? It was like some 
cosmic joke, a whole new kind of suffering. Like 
others before him, Indigo had been weak. He’d 
fallen for Ariel, and now all Indigo could do was 
think of him. Another reason why they shouldn’t be 
together. It reduced him to a sexual glutton, a fool 
led around by his dick instead of his common 
sense. 

“Indigo, go in the guest bedroom.” 

“What? Why?” 

“As beautiful as you two are, | don’t want to 
watch you fuck Ariel. Especially not in my living 
room.” 


“I’m not going to—” 


Luci laughed. “Save it. Just get out of my 

sight.” 

Shit. Indigo stormed into the guest room. His 

coat was there, and he picked it up to put it on and 
then put it down. No, getting dressed would not 
take the edge off this. He shed his guns, his clothes, 
went into the bathroom, and cranked up a cold 
shower. 

The blast of icy water hit his chest, knocking 

the breath right out of him. Indigo forced himself to 
stay. He shivered, and his teeth chattered. The cold 
would never be enough. He could feel Neko’s skin 
under his fingers through the connection he had 
with Ariel. A connection that had waned and now 
was getting stronger again. He shook his hands, 
trying to get rid of it. This was what he got for 
allowing himself to be with Ariel. The more time 
together, the more powerful their joining was. 
Indigo tried to tell himself he regretted 


allowing Ariel back into his life, but the lie just 


wouldn’t adhere to what his heart knew. He loved 
Ariel, always would love him. A state of being 
Indigo would forever be captive to until he drew 
his last breath. As a mortal that meant what, 
twenty-five, thirty more years? Most Palet died 
young, in the heat of battle. Very few saw past 
forty. More than likely the only reason Indigo 
hadn’t died before now was because of the 
Covenant. 

Indigo didn’t think there had been a single 

reason to be grateful for that damn pact, but the 
realization that without it he might have never had 
all this time with Ariel made him see the lull in the 
war through a new set of eyes. 

He decided he was a selfish bastard, 

justifying the loss of mortal lives, mortal souls, for 
his own gain. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to 
feel guilty. 

Indigo knew the moment Ariel stopped, 


because the heat under his skin banked and the 


cold of the water seemed to drop another ten 
degrees. He stayed under the spray, hoping his 
cock would get the message. When it didn’t, he 
decided to use his hand. At least being middle- 
aged was good for something. He’d only have to 
do this once. 

“What are you trying to do, freeze yourself to 
death?” 

Indigo startled so hard he almost slipped. He 
slammed his hand against the tile to catch himself. 
“Fuck, don’t you knock?” 

Ariel reached into the shower and turned on 

the hot water. The sudden warmth was almost as 
bad as the blast of cold, feeling like raw heat ona 
sunburn. 

Indigo snarled at Ariel. “That was cold for a 
reason.” 

“I don’t like cold showers.” The Angel 

shimmied out of his jeans and stepped in. 


“You are not helping.” Indigo’s protest was 


weak. He slipped a hand into Ariel’s hair and 
dragged him forward until their mouths met. “Why 
do you do this to me?” 

“Why do you keep asking stupid questions?” 
“Because | don’t deserve you. | should have 

never been given you.” 

Ariel’s arms slid over Indigo’s shoulders, 

and his fingers worked the braid loose on the back 
of his head. “And yet you were, so here we are.” 
Yeah, here they were. He cupped Ariel’s ass 

in both hands, feeling the firmness of muscle, the 
perfection of his flawless skin. Wet feathers 
weighed like silken strands across Indigo’s arms. 
He pulled the Angel closer until they touched head 
to toe and their cocks were crushed between them. 
“I want to make you come,” Indigo said. 

Ariel nipped his lip. “That wouldn’t take 

much right now, trust me.” 

“Then | want to make you come twice, maybe 


three times.” He sucked a mark up on Ariel’s neck 


near his pulse. The Angel’s hips rolled forward, 
delivering friction. 

“Whatever you want.” 

“What | want is for you to never touch another 
man again.” 

“Neko isn’t a man.” 

“Don’t be a smart-ass. You know what | 
meant.” 

“For all eternity | am only yours.” 

Indigo pulled his face out of Ariel’s neck so 

he could look in the Angel’s eyes. Blue eyes, 
endless and forever. He brushed a lock of pale 
golden hair from Ariel’s brow. Wet, it was the 
same color as it was dry. “Don’t say that.” 
“Why not? | mean it.” 

“| won’t live forever.” 

“I know.” 

“So when I’m gone, you'll need to find 
someone else.” Another Angel maybe? Someone 


who could keep up with him. Someone who would 


never leave him because they were powerless 
against time. Why did thinking about those things 
make every joint in Indigo’s body ache? He was in 
good shape, physically young for his age, but he’d 
abused his body with juice and violence. 
Eventually a dose would blow out his heart, if it 
didn’t get ripped out by a Demon first. 

Ariel’s lips brushed Indigo’s. “No one but 

you.” Ariel’s tongue flicked out, tasting sweet, 
warm, of air, of light. “Now that | have you back, 
nothing will make me let you go.” 

“I’m getting old.” 

“| don’t care.” 

“I do. | don’t want you to—” 

Ariel pressed his fingers against Indigo’s 

lips. “Today you are not old. Today you are not 
dead. Don’t think about tomorrow. It’s not here 
yet.” 

Ariel’s hand slid over Indigo’s ribs and 


pushed between them to grip both their cocks. He 


stroked, gentle fingers with the potential strength of 
the immortal. Indigo dropped his head back, letting 
the water wash over his scalp, down his neck, his 
chest. The streams teased his nipples, caressed his 
stomach, ran rivulets over his groin, increasing the 
pleasure Ariel gave him. 

He didn’t fight the urge to pump his hips, or 

grunt and smile when he heard Ariel say his name. 
It didn’t take long for Indigo to come, but then he 
was human. Before Ariel could finish himself off 
alone, Indigo pushed him back against the tile 
wall. 

“Don’t. | told you | want to make you come.” 
“Twice?” 

“Three times.” Indigo slid a hand over the 

curve of Ariel’s back, to the top of his crack. 

Indigo slid a finger between Ariel’s cheeks, close 

to his hole. Instead of pushing in, Indigo pulled 
away. 


Ariel grunted. “You didn’t say anything about 


teasing.” 

“Did | forget that part?” Closer, Indigo 

brushed the ridges along the edge of Ariel’s 
opening. It tightened under Indigo’s fingertip. 
“God, please don’t do this to me.” 

Indigo laughed. “You want me to stop? | 

thought you wanted to come.” 

“You know what | mean.” 

Indigo pushed in one, then two, twisting his 

wrist until he found just the right spot. Ariel cried 
out, hips thrusting, ass riding Indigo’s hand while 
his cock rubbed against Indigo’s hip. 

“You are so beautiful.” Indigo grabbed Ariel 

by his hair, pulling him in for a kiss. Their lips 
touched; their tongues swept together. Wet heat, 
hotter than the water, shot over Indigo’s hip. He 
growled in triumph but didn’t pull his fingers out, 
not yet. No, Indigo wanted to bring Ariel like this 
one more time. 


Ariel squirmed, and tension crinkled the 


corner of his eyes. “Enough.” 

“No. | promised.” 

“Indigo, it’s too much.” And yet he was so 

hard his cock bit into Indigo’s hip like a steel bar. 
“Never too much. Not for you.” Indigo moved 

his fingers when Ariel thrust, driving them deep, 
hard, and fast. Indigo stroked Ariel’s prostate over 
and over, unrelenting. He felt the orgasm tear 
through Ariel, where it tightened around his 
fingers, the trembling of Ariel’s muscles, and 
through the ties of Ariel’s name burned into 
Indigo’s skin. 

Indigo groaned, too spent to get hard but 

never too tired to enjoy the sensation, the pleasure 
Ariel experienced through a mortal body. Ropes of 
cum splashed against Indigo’s stomach only to be 
washed away by the water. Indigo wrapped his 
arms around Ariel. Ariel pooled in his embrace, 
feeling almost like deadweight. 


He nipped Ariel’s jaw, sucked on his 


earlobe. “We're not finished yet.” 

“Let me rest. Then we can do this together 

later.” 

“No, | promised three.” 

“Indigo—” 

“Shut up and turn around.” As soon as Indigo 

had Ariel’s back, he slid his fingers deep into 
Ariel’s feathers. 

Ariel bucked. “Oh fuck no, please no.” 

“I want to hear you scream this time.” 

“Luci might break down the door.” 

“She won't.” At least he hoped she wouldn't. 

“No, please. Anything but this.” 

Even as Ariel said it, Indigo knew he didn’t 

mean it. Indigo slid his hands until he reached 
flesh, the soft webbing between the twisted lengths 
of bone. It had been a long time since Indigo had 
made Ariel come like this. Wings were more than 
just weapons for an Angel. Connected to their very 


core, touching them could not only give the most 


pain, but pleasure. Indigo just had to find the right 
spot, the right nerves. 

While he searched, Ariel whimpered. He 

wasn’t hard anymore. He didn’t need to be to come 
like this, a different kind of orgasm pulled from 
what created him and not the flesh that bound him 
to this world. 

Ariel began uttering mindless words, so 

Indigo knew he’d found the spot. Ariel scrambled 
for a hold on the tile as he tried to crawl the walls. 
Indigo massaged the swollen place at the base of 
Ariel’s wing as he had done Ariel’s prostate, each 
hand working a spot opposite each other. 

“That’s it, Ariel.” He pressed himself closer, 

more to feel Ariel under him than to hold him in 
place. “Come for me like this. Just for me.” 

Indigo got what he wanted. Ariel even 

screamed. 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 


For the first time in a long time, Indigo was at 


peace. 

With Ariel tucked close to his chest, the 

Angel’s wings cocooning his body, Indigo felt 
whole, alive, and finally home where he belonged. 
A few years weren’t a very long time, but it had 
been far more painful than he’d wanted to admit. 
Lying here with Ariel, he knew he’d never have 
the strength to do it again. 

He listened to Ariel’s breathing and felt every 
slow exhale against his neck just like he felt 
Ariel’s heart beat against his body. Indigo cursed 
himself and at the same time was grateful they’d 
been forced back together. Who could have known 
only once would be enough to rekindle his 
addiction? 

“Are you going to stare at me all night?” 

Ariel raised his head. “You should sleep.” 

“| don’t need to sleep.” 

“You're tired.” 


Indigo gave him a crooked smile. He ran a 


hand through Ariel’s hair, down his neck, over his 
wing. “Okay, | don’t want to sleep. How’s that?” 
“Why?” 

“Because I’m too busy watching you sleep.” 

Ariel laughed, and the sound made Indigo’s 

heart ache. God, how he’d missed that. How 
Indigo had missed him. 

“I’m glad you’re not angry with me anymore.” 
Indigo almost told him he was never angry at 
him, but then he realized it was a lie. He had been 
angry at Ariel. Not in the same way Indigo had 
been angry at himself, but he had harbored 
resentment for what Ariel had done. “I’m not sure 
if I’m not still angry.” 

“Okay, less angry.” 

“You should never have done it.” 

He shrugged. “Perhaps. But | don’t regret it.” 
Indigo touched Ariel’s wings again. This time 

he pushed his fingers through the dense feathers to 


the crooked bones. “Can they be fixed?” Ariel 


stayed quiet. Indigo met his gaze. “Can they be 
fixed?” 

“If I tell you no, are you going to shoot me?” 
Indigo closed his eyes and dropped his head. 
Their foreheads touched. Cool fingers stroked his 
jaw. “I was hoping there would be some way to fix 
them.” 

“Why?” 

“It should be obvious.” 

“Do you love me less?” 

Indigo opened his eyes. This close, all he 

could see was the endless blue of Ariel’s gaze. 
“Of course not.” 

“Then it doesn’t matter.” 

“I just—” The symbols under Indigo’s skin 

burned, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood 
up. He threw himself out of the bed and grabbed 
his jeans, then his guns. Shotgun in one hand, the 
HK in the other. “Go downstairs with Neko.” 


Ariel finished buttoning his pants. “I’m not 


leaving you to fight alone.” 

“I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to 
protect Neko.” 

Luci opened the bedroom door. “You feel 

that?” 

“Yeah.” Indigo joined her in the living room. 
Ariel stalled out one more time at the top of the 
steps. “Please, Ariel, go down there and watch 
him.” 

Ariel didn’t look happy, but he descended the 
Stairs. 

“Now what?” Luci checked her ammo before 
Sliding the clip back into place. 

Before Indigo had time to answer the burn 

under his skin flared, and there was a low rumble 
from beyond the door. It sounded almost like some 
kind of animal, but it was too even, a deep 
churning, a hum. It made him think of the Chevelle. 
“Aw fuck.” Indigo grabbed Luci and yanked 


her out of the way just as the front of his car 


crashed through the wall, taking out the door. The 
wards overhead flared bright blue but were 
powerless to stop an inanimate object. Once 
breeched, the protective circle was destroyed. 

A rush of grunts entered the gaping hole. 

Indigo fired, taking out the first one in the skin of 
an old man. The muzzle of his gun flashed each 
time he pulled the trigger, and a grunt screamed. 
Their bodies flew back and landed on the hood of 
his car. Blackish-brown fluids smeared underfoot. 
They kept coming. A crash sounded from 
somewhere in the basement. Ariel screamed. 
Indigo dived toward the stairs only to be cut off by 
a dozen grunts and forced back. The HK kicked in 
his hand with every shot he fired. 

Luci yelled, “Empty!” She ran for the gun safe 

as Indigo covered her. His gun clicked, and he 
tossed it aside and fired the shotgun. The spray of 
shot took out a group of three. They went down 


flailing to the floor. Streams of maggot larva 


escaped from the tears in their borrowed skins. 
Indigo was sure they were about to be 
overwhelmed when a wave of vines belonging to 
Luci’s Sentinel spiraled across the gaping hole in 
the wall. Thorns as large as his hand sprouted out. 
Green tendrils raced across the floor, wrapping 
around grunts, ripping their skins wide and spilling 
out their vile forms in a wash of brown ooze. 
“Indigo!” 

He turned and snagged the Sig Luci tossed 

him. She reloaded and stuffed extra clips in her 
pocket. 

Indigo shot down the steps and got to the 

bottom just in time to see Ariel crash into the 
bookshelf. Mara Ska stood in the shadow of a 
Cherub, sword in her right hand bloody up to the 
hilt. Her free arm was wrapped around Neko’s 
throat. He struggled against her hold, getting 
nowhere. 


Indigo fired off a shot only to have it 


vaporized by a flash of holy fire. When it cleared, 
they were gone. 

“Fuck.” 

“What happened?” Luci had a smear of 

brown ooze on her cheek. 

“Mara Ska.” Indigo headed over to Ariel. 

Luci followed. A large wound gaped close to 
Ariel’s heart. Indigo knelt and pressed a hand over 
the hole. Ariel whimpered. 

“Ariel?” Indigo cradled his head. 

“I’m good.” 

“You're not good.” Blood pushed through 

Indigo’s fingers and ran down the back of his hand. 
Thicker than what a human bled, it was almost 
black against Ariel’s pale flesh. 

“That sword Mara Ska had, it wasn’t normal. 

| didn’t see it. It wasn’t there, and then it was,” 
Ariel said. 

“The artifact.” Luci knelt. 


“What do you mean, the artifact? | thought it 


was a drop of blood, not a sword?”’ 

“It can be anything the wielder wants it to be. 

A gun, a sword, a source for genetic code. 
Artifacts are indestructible and at the same time 
complete destruction.” 

Indigo pressed his hand harder against the 
wound. Something was wrong. Angels didn’t bleed 
like this. “Why aren’t you healing?” 

“Cast out, remember? They take away almost 
everything when you’re a Fallen.” 

Why did it sound like he meant more than just 
his immortality? 

Behind him Luci said, “lIl get my kit.” She 

ran up the stairs. 

“I don’t think Luci has anything that’s going to 
fix this.” There was fear in Ariel’s eyes, fear of 
death. 

“What do | do?” 

“There’s nothing you can do.” 


“Don’t tell me that! What do | do?” Tears 


made Indigo’s vision blur. 

Ariel coughed, and blood speckled his bottom 
lip. 

“Anything, Ariel. | will not let you die on 

me.” 

“| don’t think you have a choice.” 

“Damn it! There has to be something!” Indigo 
was sure he’d make a pact with Parliament in 
order to save Ariel. If only he had anything the 
Demons would want. He was Sure even his soul 
wouldn’t be enough. 

“There is one way to cheat death.” 

“Tell me.” 

“You won't like it.” 

“| don’t give a fuck. | can’t lose you.” Not 

now, not ever. 

“Give me your sin.” 

Indigo stared. His sin? Ariel meant his 

Original sin. His only way into Heaven. Without it, 


when he died, he’d be left to wander for all 


eternity. No place to go, drifting in the nothing 
where immortals went when they died, only since 
he had a soul, he’d be tortured with eternal 
loneliness. 

“If you don’t want to, | understand.” 

“Tell me how.” 

“Think first of the repercussions.” 

“Tell me, damn it.” 

“Come closer.” Indigo did. “Closer.” Now 

their lips almost touched. “Kiss me.” He gave 
Ariel a look, and the Angel smiled. “It’s just a 
kiss.” 

“And how is that supposed to give you my 
sin?” 

“When you do, say my name, my true name, 
and then give me your sin.” 

“How?” 

“Free will, Indigo. It will happen because 

you want it to.” 


Indigo 


caught 

Ariel’s 

mouth, 

tasting 

sweetness on his tongue. Eami was right: Angelic 
blood was divine. 

Against Ariel’s lips, Indigo whispered the 

Angel’s true name. The script on their bodies 
flared, and a rush of heat burned its way under 
Indigo’s skin. Beneath his hands Ariel trembled. 
Indigo felt the thing inside him, the part of his soul 
gifted to him by whatever brought him into being, 
as it passed over his lips in a warm breath. 

Ariel inhaled so deep the wound in his chest 
widened and a new wash of blood flowed over 
Indigo’s hand. 

Indigo waited to feel the flesh knit under his 
fingers, but nothing happened. Ariel kept bleeding. 
“Ariel?” 


“It will be okay now.” 


“You're still bleeding. It’s not okay.” Ariel 

smiled, and his bloody fingers left a wet trail on 
Indigo’s cheeks. “You said this would heal you. 
Why isn’t it healing you?” Sorrow choked his 
words. 

“I said it was a way to cheat death.” 

“What does that mean? Cheat death? Ariel!” 
“Shhh.” He thumbed Indigo’s lip. “This is the 

way it’s supposed to be. Everything will work out, 
so don’t be afraid.” And with those words Ariel 
took his last breath. 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 

Neko screamed. The strain on his vocal cords 
made his throat ache, but the roar of holy fire 
drowned out everything. He moved so fast his skin 
burned and his heart struggled to beat. Then after 
what seemed like eternity, everything snapped 
back into focus and he fell to the floor. 

He sucked in a breath, and his heart fluttered 


against his ribs. His lungs felt like they were full 


of sand. 

“Stand up.” He recognized the woman’s 

voice. Ariel had called her Mara Ska. She’d 
stabbed the Angel. Was he alive? Neko had a 
terrible feeling he wasn’t. Like Jake, he’d been 
taken away. 

He turned his head. Pain and nausea made the 
room swim. He could see Mara Ska, impossibly 
tall, dark coffee skin against pale robes. Her eyes 
didn’t fit with the rest of her. They were bleached 
out until they were almost white. 

She smiled, and somehow it made her 

features harsher. “Did you hear me, nephilim? | 
Said stand up.” 

He struggled to get to his knees. Everything 
hurt. When he got to his feet, he noticed they 
weren't alone. People in gray robes knelt on the 
floor, heads bowed, hands folded. Their voices 
rose and fell in prayer. 


Were they in a church? He looked around. 


Tall white walls, light filtering in from glassless 
windows overhead. It was a soft orange mixed 
with gray, blanketing everything with a sense of 
twilight. 

“Where are we?” Neko was surprised by the 
sound of his voice. It wasn’t abnormal, but it 
didn’t carry. All this space, it should have echoed. 
He realized the voices of the people kneeling in 
prayer didn’t carry either. It was almost as if there 
was no air to move the sound. 

“You are in the house of God, nephilim. My 

house, my domain.” 

She took a step closer, and her robes brushed 
against the sword in her hand. The streaks of dark 
red left behind looked obscene against the light 
gray. He watched as the blade retracted and 
disappeared into her fist. Mara Ska opened her 
fingers and showed him a small silver stone 
cradled in the palm of her hand. “Do you know 


what this is?” 


Neko felt like he should have known. “No.” 

“It’s an artifact. A drop of the Creator’s 

blood. | can will it to be anything | want. The 
greatest weapon, to the smallest grain of sand, or 
even a nephilim.” 

Neko jerked his gaze back up. “How?” 

“It only took a geneticist and a whore.” Mara 
Ska’s lips pulled into a thin, cold smile. “I guess 
you know now which side of the family you take 
after.” 

Neko raised his fist. An invisible force struck 

him in the chest, shoving the air out of his lungs. 
He was pushed across the floor. Slick marble 
squeaked against his skin. He stopped against the 
wall, head pounding harder and louder than ever. 
When he looked up at Mara Ska, she had her hand 
raised, but he was sure she hadn’t touched him. 
Thunder rumbled, and three towering forms 
appeared overhead. Two pairs of wings, six eyes, 


and the heads of lions. The script under Neko’s 


Skin burned in response to the Angelic presence. 
Mara Ska curled her fingers, and Neko was 

pulled to his feet. He put a hand against the wall to 
keep from falling over. The stone wasn’t cool or 
warm, and it didn’t feel real. Mara Ska motioned 
for him to come closer. Neko stayed where he 
was. 

“Don’t force me to hurt you. | can hurt you, 

and | will hurt you.” 

Neko gritted his teeth. “What do you want?” 

“I have somewhere | want to take you.” 

“Why?” 

She frowned, and the space between them 
weighed heavy. Neko pressed himself against the 
wall, trembling. 

“You're going to be very special one day, an 
unstoppable, powerful force for me to use against 
the Demonic.” 

“I don’t want to help you.” He didn’t want 


anything to do with her. Neko curled his hands into 


fists. 

“This isn’t about what you want. This is about 
what you will do.” She held out her hand. “Walk 
with me. | won’t ask you again.” 

Neko forced himself to follow Mara Ska 

across the immense space to a long hallway. There 
were no walls, only rows of stone pillars and high 
arches. On both sides the scenery was the same, 
pale orange sand stretching out to a twilight sky. 
No clouds and yet no sun. Light, but with no 
source. There was no breeze, only dead, stale air. 
“Do you know where you are?” 

Neko shook his head. 

“The Sephirot. A kind of crossroad between 
Heaven and Hell. It was here the greatest battles 
were fought, Angels were cast out, and Demons 
were born. God himself stood on these hallowed 
grounds.” 

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” 


He glared. “Because it doesn’t.” Neko regretted 


his words as soon as they came out of his mouth. 
He waited for Mara Ska to hit him. Her expression 
stayed serene. Somehow that was more frightening 
than how she’d thrown him across the room 
without laying a hand on him. 

“No, | suppose it wouldn’t have much 

Significance to you, ignorant fool. But don’t worry, 
the next great battle will not be fought here. It will 
be fought on the mortal plane.” Her pale gaze slid 
to the horizon. “It will be glorious. And you will 

be the ultimate weapon.” 

Neko stepped back. “No.” 

“You won't have a choice. When you mature 

as a Sin Eater, you won't be able to control 
yourself. You'll be starving, and you will descend 
on the Demonic, decimating their numbers. And 
when they are gone, you'll hunt mortals, and their 
only hope for salvation will be me.” 

Chapter Thirty 


Indigo wrapped Ariel in a blanket and laid 


him on the bed. He touched Ariel’s cheek and then 
his lips. He kissed Ariel’s cheek, near his eye. 

Eyes that were shut, eyes that would never open 
again. If Ariel hadn’t been a Fallen, he would have 
had honors in Heaven. He could have returned to 
the mortal plane if he wanted. Cast out, Ariel had 
no place in Heaven, and that meant he had nowhere 
to return from. Where did Fallen Angels go when 
they died? Indigo had no idea. He could only hope 
it was peaceful. 

He covered Ariel’s face and headed back up 

the stairs. Luci fell in behind him. When she spoke, 
her voice was broken. “Where are you going?” 

“To get Neko.” 

“You can’t win against Mara Ska.” 

“I know.” 

“Then why are you going?” 

“| don’t have to kill her in order to get him 

out of there.” 


“We need to contact the Church.” 


“The Church can’t help with this. They 

probably won’t help us. Fuck, for all we know, 
they’re a part of it.” 

Luci grabbed his arm. “You don’t know that.” 
“But there’s a chance, and I can’t risk a 

chance. There’s no way to know how deep the 
corruption goes.” 

“This is suicide, and you know it!” 

Indigo did know, and he couldn't care less. 

He shook himself out of Luci’s grasp. 

“This isn’t going to bring Ariel back.” 

He stopped. A shiver ran down Indigo’s 

back, and pain seared through his heart. He could 
still smell Ariel on his skin. He could still taste the 
Angel’s blood on his lips. No, this wouldn’t bring 
him back, but maybe it would get Indigo to 
wherever he’d gone. If nothing else, it would end 
the coming days of Hell on earth. 

The living room floor was covered in vines. 


Nothing was left of the grunts. The Sentinel had 


even absorbed the blood off the floor. Fat, white 
roses bloomed by the thousands, filling the air with 
their sweet scent. 

“Indigo!” 

He stopped again, eyes down. One of the 

vines crawled across his boot and tapped him on 
the ankle. When it seemed satisfied, it moved on. 
Luci stepped up beside him. “Please don’t do 
this.” 

“I have to.” 

“Why?” 

“It’s the only thing | know.” He touched one 

of the flowers. The petals opened wider. Deep 
inside the blooms he could see tiny golden feelers 
dancing in the air. “Will you do me a favor?” 
“What?” 

“Make sure they bury him in the crypt. He 
deserves to be laid to rest with honor.” 

“Indigo.” 


He clenched his fist. “You’re not going to talk 


me out of this, so you might as well tell me yes or 
no.” 

“I'll try. He’s a Fallen. It won’t be easy.” 

“Do it. Even if it means you never do anything 

for me again, get him a place.” She nodded. 

“Good, now get your Sentinel to move.” 

“Please.” 

“Do it! Don’t make me cut her.” 

Tears stained Luci’s cheeks. When she 

touched the fine leaves, they responded by petting 
her hand like they wanted to bring her solace. The 
plant retracted, and Indigo kicked at the debris 
blocking the door to the Chevelle. Hopefully the 
damn car would still run. With the front end 
smashed, he wasn’t so sure. The Chevelle was 
tough, but tough only went so far. The door 
groaned when he opened it and climbed in. There 
was no need for the key with a screwdriver 

jammed in the ignition. He turned it, and the engine 


sputtered a few times before starting. 


Luci stepped up to the door. “I want to go 

with you.” 

“| need you to take care of Ariel.” 

“Indigo—” 

“Luci, don’t. You and | both know I’m not 

coming back from this one.” There was no need. 
No one here for him to come back to. “lIl get 
Neko out if | can, but the Cherubim will kill me, 
you know that.” 

She didn’t argue, and he was grateful. Indigo 

put the car in reverse and backed out toward the 
street. 

Dawn kissed the horizon in a series of reds 

and purples. Just a little more than an hour ago 
Indigo had been at peace with Ariel in his arms, 
the Angel’s body pressed against his. He’d been 
warm, content, and happy. He’d denied himself all 
those things since the day Ariel had his wings 
broken. He’d squandered years wallowing in his 


anger. Indigo had finally started to let go, and now 


Ariel had been taken away. This time forever. 
Smoke billowed out from under the hood and 
followed Indigo as he headed up the alley toward 
the entrance into the Sephirot. A deep knock beat 
the engine. He cut off the car, and the engine 
chugged in defiance. Indigo listened to the sound of 
nothing. He got out and headed up the alley. 

He paused at the steel doors and closed his 

eyes. Praying never had been his thing, but he 
prayed then. He prayed for strength, for aim, and to 
get Neko out alive. He was willing to die if it 

meant saving at least one innocent life. 

Indigo took a long breath. When he opened 

his eyes, the Angelic and Demonic script flared 

and a streak of twilight pressed through the crack 
in the door. Indigo grabbed the handle, yanked it 
open, and went inside. 

Like always, the courtyard was empty and the 

walk to Serenity’s gateway seemed to take too 


long. Indigo was tempted to run, but inside the 


Sephirot there was no real measurement of 
distance, just like there was no measurement of 
time. Running or walking, he’d get there no sooner 
or later. 

Indigo tried to work out a scenario in his head 

as to how to play this. Dante had always taught him 
to have a plan, even a bad one. Something, 
anything was better than going in blind. He wasn’t 
Sure if it was the Sephirot or the state of his own 
heart, but his mind refused to see anything but 
Neko’s terrified expression and Ariel’s dead eyes. 

It was wrong for an Angel to die. It was even 

more wrong for Ariel. He’d lived among mortals. 
He’d felt pain, fear, sorrow, and love. Most 

Angels never knew those pleasures, so they never 
feared losing them. Ariel had, and the fear of death 
had shone in his gaze. 

The Angelic script under Indigo’s skin 

glowed as he stepped over the boundary. Wards 


etched into the stone floor winked to life, then 


flickered out. He wasn’t Demonic so they couldn’t 
act against him, but they were responding and that 
told him the Cherubim were on guard and out for 
blood. 

The walk into the chamber seemed to take 

longer than it had the first time. It made Indigo 
question just how powerful Mara Ska was. He 
knew he couldn’t beat her, not hand-to-hand, not 
weapon-to-weapon. And suicide was a sin. He 
dismissed it, thinking he’d already sinned so much 
that one more wasn’t going to make a difference. 
Indigo stopped in front of the archway and 

stared into the open room. It looked empty, but he 
knew better. Mara Ska was in there, waiting for 
him. The Cherubim were waiting for him. 

As Indigo took the last step, he thought of 

Ariel, how his blood had tasted and how his lips 
had been soft. 

Power hummed through the room like a live 


wire. Indigo felt like a moth caught in the threads 


of a web, his very presence sending signals 
alerting the awaiting spider. 

Above him the air erupted in holy fire. The 

flames licked the walls and ran like lava across 
the floor. Indigo had just enough time to roll and 
draw his gun. The first shot hit home, and one of 
the Angels spun through the air. Indigo shoved up 
his jacket sleeves and tore open the front of his 
shirt, exposing the script on his body. Ariel’s 
name, Ariel’s power. The gift of a Guardian. 
Indigo took another shot to buy himself some 
time. He was afraid it wasn’t going to be enough, 
but the Cherubim were cocky if they were 
anything. Like most immortals who’d never 
walked among men, they saw themselves as 
perfect and infallible. 

Above him the Cherubim howled, their 

voices rising to the point the walls trembled and 
the floor rolled. Indigo put his hands together over 


the butt of the gun. It was a poor way to hold a 


weapon, but he wasn’t worried about his stance at 
the moment. The sides of his hands touched, and 
Ariel’s name ignited under his skin. This time 

when he pulled the trigger and the bullets struck, 
the Cherub disappeared in a hail of light. 

Using a holy incantation from one Angel 

against another was grounds for excommunication, 
but since Ariel was already dead, they couldn’t 
harm him. 

Another shot took out the second one. The 

third winked out of existence before he could shoot 
it. Indigo dropped his arms. The Sig felt like it 
weighed a hundred pounds, and the Angelic script 
on his body seared his muscles in rebellion to his 
act of violence. But it couldn’t stop him, and it 
couldn’t kill him. 

“Leave now and l'Il let you live.” 

Warmth rolled across Indigo’s back as the 

Angelic script reacted to her presence. He turned 


to face Mara Ska. She was just as regal as before, 


just as perfect. The smile on her lips was cold. 
Neko knelt at her feet, chain around his neck, hands 
bound, and stripped. Welts covered his shoulders. 
“What have you done to him?” 

“I’m training him to be what he’s meant to 

be.” 

“By beating him?” 

“By making him focus. I treat the nephilim no 
different than | treat my pupils.” 

Indigo watched as the kneeling robed figures 
appeared at her feet. Carefully lined in neat rows, 
heads down, hands clasped in prayer. He’d 
assumed they were praying. Now he knew they 
were bound. 

“You took these people against their will.” 

“I took these people because they were lost 

and without guidance. | have trained them to be 
pious and humble.” 

Scared them most likely. Beaten them into 


submission. Trapped them here in the Sephirot 


until they’d lost their minds. 

“I can teach you the same lessons, Indigo. | 

can help you find God again.” 

“You're sick.” All Indigo saw was Mara Ska 

raising a hand. Pain shot through his chest, and he 
went flying back. The gun tumbled out of his reach 
as he went head over heels into the wall. Searing 
lines of fire cut into his ribs. When he inhaled, his 
lung rattled and he tasted blood on his tongue. 
Indigo collapsed. If he didn’t get rid of the pain, 
he’d be an easy target. 

Indigo slipped a hand under his coat and felt 

for an autoinjector. He had two left on his inside 
pocket. He pulled both out and pressed the ends 
against his leg. 

“Do you understand now, Indigo? Do you see 
what | am? God may not care what mankind does, 
but | do. I care. | will lead them into the light. | 

will show them the way.” 


There was a small snick and a quick burn. 


Two injectors at Indigo’s age was practically a 
death wish, but he needed the edge. If Mara Ska 
could toss him around without even laying a hand 
on him, he needed more of an edge than usual. 
With the rush of adrenaline, the discomfort of 

his injuries washed away. Indigo shoved himself 

to his feet, pressed his arms together, and clasped 
his hands, invoking Ariel’s gift. If the Angel had 
been alive, the surge of power would have been 
excruciating to him. It was why Indigo resisted 
using it. Even all those years ago when he faced 
death at the hands of Botis, he’d refused to use the 
incantations carved into his flesh for fear of killing 
Ariel. But now with him dead, all that raw power 
was Indigo’s. 

There was a flash of white as holy fire rushed 

from Indigo’s fists. Spiraling through the air, it 
struck Mara Ska in the chest. There was just 
enough time for her to look surprised before she 


was sent rolling through her pupils. None of them 


moved, even when her flailing limbs struck them in 
the face. Neko wasn’t far enough under her spell to 
not take a way out when he saw it. He crawled on 
hands and knees. He got to his feet and ran toward 
Indigo. 

The numbness created by the juice began to 
recede. Fragments of pain stabbed him in the chest, 
crushing the air from his lungs. Indigo struggled for 
breath against the suffocating pressure on his ribs. 
He went down on one knee. 

“C’mon!” Neko pulled at his arm, trying to 

get him up. 

Indigo got his feet under himself only to be 
knocked through the air by an invisible force. 
Agony erupted through his body, raking down his 
spine and chewing up his insides. 

Neko yelled and kicked as the same invisible 
power dragged him across the floor back toward 
Mara Ska. Indigo grabbed the gun near his leg. His 


hand shook, and his vision blurred. He blinked 


away the sweat from his eyes. Mara Ska had her 
arm around Neko’s neck, using him as a shield. 
Neko’s gaze met Indigo’s. There was fear in 

Neko’s gaze, but there was also acceptance. Neko 
gave the smallest nod and then twisted hard to the 
right, throwing Mara Ska off balance. 

Indigo pulled the trigger. 

Bright red bloomed across the white of Mara 

Ska’s robe. She dropped Neko in her attempt to 
stay on her feet. Mara Ska touched her side and 
stared at the blood on her hands like she couldn’t 
figure out where it had come from. Then she 
screamed. Her serene face transformed into stark, 
angry lines, and she clawed the air. Ragged gashes 
raked their way down Indigo’s body. 

“How dare you! How dare you come into my 
house! A place most holy! You disgusting, filthy 
mortal!” 

Nausea swelled in Indigo’s throat, and his 


vision darkened. The sound inside the Sephirot not 


only fell dead but seemed far away. He felt like he 
was drowning and fought his way back to the 
surface, where the stench of his own suffering 
waited for him. 

Indigo rolled on his side and aimed the Sig. 

The air tightened around his wrist, dimpling his 
flesh. Indigo struggled to pull free. His hand was 
bent back with enough force to snap his bones. 
Skin split, and white shards peeked out. It 
happened so fast the pain felt like an aftershock. 
Indigo tried to roll away and kick himself to 

his feet. The invisible force Mara Ska used 
slammed against his knee, and his leg jerked 
inward. His knee cap exploded. White-hot points 
echoed up his spine. Blood filled his boot from 
where his flesh tore open. Indigo went down. His 
head bounced against the floor. A toll bell rang 
through his skull, and a sticky, warm pool formed 
under his cheek. No matter how much Indigo 


blinked, he couldn’t clear away the haze. 


Helplessness consumed him. 

Mara Ska wasn’t much more than a blur when 

she stepped forward. “You should have never been 
allowed to live for breaking Covenant. And you 
probably wouldn’t have if Ariel hadn’t come for 
you. But he can’t help you now, can he? Tell me, 
did he die with my name on his lips?” 

“Kiss me.” 

The thought of Ariel’s last words brought a 

new wave of torment far worse than the broken 
bones in Indigo’s body. He coughed, and blood 
sprayed the floor in front of him. Indigo made a 
grab for the gun with his left hand. Mara Ska didn’t 
touch him, but he felt her grip on his arm. It twisted 
at an obscene angle. His elbow crunched, and the 
bone bulged under the flesh at the crook of his arm. 
It felt like shards of glass pierced his skin. 

The thunder of Indigo’s heartbeat stuttered, 

and his entire world shrank down to this one 


moment of darkness. He sucked in breath after 


breath, trying to find air, but his lungs already felt 
full. The numbness that crept up his limbs had 
nothing to do with the juice. The pounding in his 
chest filled him like drum. 

So this is what dying feels like. 

Indigo knew Neko needed him, but his body 

was no longer his to command. He felt light and at 
the same time heavy. Thoughts of Ariel rushed 
through his mind, thoughts of Dante. Thoughts of 
growing up, growing old, but never thoughts of 
what it was going to be like when he died. 

Mara Ska knelt beside him. Her expression 

was soft now, almost sad. Her fingers felt cool 
against Indigo’s cheek. “Oh my child, look what 
you have made me do.” She shushed him when he 
grunted, and pushed the hair back from his eyes. 
Mara Ska didn’t seem to notice the blood staining 
her robes. “Repent, Indigo. Repent and | will save 
you from your suffering. Pray to me and | will let 


you live.” 


Mara Ska picked up Indigo’s hands. The 

bones in his crumpled wrist scraped together, and 
the shattered joint in his elbow shifted. It felt like 
lightning chewing up his limbs. Indigo’s entire 
body shuddered. His stomach rolled, and bile 
burned its way up his throat. Tears pricked the 
corners of his eyes, mixing with the blood on his 
face. 

“Pray, Indigo. Pray to me. Please, | don’t 

want you to suffer. | don’t want you to die.” 

He nodded. He would pray to her. When hell 

froze over. The world tumbled away until it was at 
the other end of a tunnel. The numbness returned, 
blanketing him like an old friend. He didn’t fight it. 
He couldn’t fight it. Indigo’s breathing hitched, and 
his heartbeat slowed. He had a few seconds to 
marvel at Mara Ska’s power, to wonder how she 
had gotten this strong and, most of all, why. 

But the thought didn’t last very long. Indigo 


closed his eyes and prayed he’d find peace in 


Ariel’s arms. 

Chapter Thirty-One 

“Get up, boy.” Indigo opened his eyes to find 
Dante staring down at him. His weathered face 
wore a crooked smile, and his blazing blue eyes 
sparkled. “All these years and you're still fucking 
lazy.” 

Indigo sat up. He was still inside the 

Sephirot, only the chamber was empty. It wasn’t 
the normal kind of empty either. He had the 
strangest feeling even the abnormal time infecting 
the Sephirot had stopped. 

Dante snapped his fingers in front of Indigo’s 

face. “Get up and quit gawking. Damn, boy, | 
thought | taught you better than this.” He walked 
away, his worn-out leather boots scuffing the floor. 
There was sound and yet none at all. 

“Where am |?” 

“You're still in the Sephirot.” 


Indigo put a hand on his chest. His bones 


were intact. He wasn’t in pain. “I died.” 

“You have no sin, Indigo. You can’t die. At 

least not in the sense that mortals do. Like Mara 
Ska, you will exist between the realm of the mortal 
and the immortal. Your eyes will be opened.” 
Indigo got to his feet. “What are you talking 
about?” 

“You're smart. Figure it out.” He stuffed his 

hands into his jacket and wandered over to the 
window. The scenery was flat, like something 
painted. 

“Ariel said you killed yourself.” 

“Bullshit. He couldn’t say anything about 

what I did.” 

“Fine, he didn’t say. | guessed and he 
acknowledged it.” 

Dante turned his head a little. White wisps of 

hair curled against his cheek. When he spoke, his 
voice had lost some of its edge. “I had no choice. | 


had to get you here, to this point. That was the only 


way it could be done.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Then it 
dawned on Indigo. Dante’s death, Ariel’s death, it 
had all led to this moment. He walked over. 
“Why?” 

“She has to be stopped.” 

“Then why didn’t you stop her?” 

“| can’t.” 

“And how do you know I can?” 

“Because a Demon told me you could. You 

know they can’t lie about the future. He saw the 
future. He told me the steps that would have to 
happen for this moment to unfold. A way to stop 
Mara Ska. A way to stop the coming war between 
Heaven and Hell.” 

“And why would a Demon tell you how to 

stop the war? They want it. According to Eami, we 
lose.” 

Dante nodded. “Not all Demons want it. Eami 


will rise to power. The first thing on his agenda 


will be to destroy all his competition. That means 
a lot of Demonic will face eternity in the bowels 
of Hell with no way out. If they’re lucky. If they 
aren't, he'll destroy them completely or devour 
them.” 

So he’d been played, led down a path that had 
gotten Ariel killed. Indigo swung without even 
thinking about it. His fist connected with Dante’s 
face, and the man staggered back. “You fucking 
bastard.” He grabbed Dante by the lapels of his 
coat and hit him again. “Ariel’s dead because of 
you!” The third swing Dante blocked. His foot 
came up, landing a kick to Indigo’s knee, and his 
elbow came down against Indigo’s shoulder. He 
was knocked to his knees with one smooth blow. 
Two bursts of pain ricocheted from opposite ends 
of his body. It didn’t last as long as it should have. 
“Settle down, or l'Il put you over my knee 

and whip your ass like | did when you were eight.” 


Indigo got up again. Rage made him tremble. 


“You got him killed.” 

“Yeah, | got him killed. Ariel knew he would 

have to die. That’s why it was so important to him 
for you to know he still had feelings for you.” 
Indigo took a step back. “Why?” 

“Because this is more important than even the 
life of an Angelic being. Ariel understood that. No 
other Angel could do what he could. He’s your 
Guardian. Only he could have taken your sin.” 
“And why did he need to take my sin?” 

“Because it will make you immortal and you 

will still have free will. The Angelic cannot strike 
out against Mara Ska, but another immortal human 
can. Your sin is gone. Your ability to die is gone. 
But your free will can never be taken away. It’s 
mankind’s greatest power.” 

And their greatest gift. 

Indigo turned away and leaned against the 

wall. He felt sick, and while he no longer felt pain, 


the ache in his chest made him wonder why he 


wasn’t being torn apart. Ariel had died. He’d 
known he was going to die. Again the Angel had 
sacrificed himself. For Indigo, so he could live. A 
tear rolled down Indigo’s cheek, dripped off his 
chin, and made a perfect circle on the floor near 
the toe of his boot. 

“| didn’t want this.” 

Dante put a hand on Indigo’s shoulder. “| 

know. It’s why it had to be this way. | had to die to 
start the dominoes. Ariel had to die to get you 
here.” 

“What about the nephilim?” 

“He has Angelic abilities and free will. He’s 

a powerful weapon. With a soul he can choose his 
own path.” 

“And what is it I’m supposed to do?” 

“Simple. Stop Mara Ska.” 

“How?” 

“Your eyes will be opened. You will see 


when you get there.” 


“That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Yes it does; you just don’t know it yet.” 

“So what? You send me back, and | rise from 
the dead and end this?” 

Dante’s mouth thinned out, his gaze became 
shadowed. “No. You can choose not to go.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You still have your free will. You still have 

the ability to take another course.” 

“Yeah, and what course is that?” 

Dante nodded at the doorway behind Indigo. 

He turned to see Eami and the Seraph standing side 
by side. Behind Indigo Dante said, “Everything 
they say to you will be the truth. They cannot lie 
here. Listen and choose.” 

Eami smiled. “What a pleasure to see you.” 

“You knew?” 

“Of course.” 

“Why would you facilitate your own 


demise?” 


Eami clicked his tongue as he walked 

forward. “Don’t be stupid. | would never do 
anything to compromise my position in Hell or on 
the mortal plane. | am here to persuade you to walk 
away.” 

“Really?” 

“I can give you your utmost desire, Indigo. | 

can take you from here, put you in some remote, 
quiet place. Away from the suffering and the pain.” 
Indigo laughed. “Heaven is not your realm.” 

Eami grinned. “I was thinking more along the 

lines of Paris.” He circled Indigo, his black gaze 
searching. Indigo slipped a hand under his coat 
only to find his gun missing from its holster. 

“lam not here to fight you, simply tempt you.” 
“You're going to have to do a lot better than 

Paris.” 

Eami stopped, and his face hovered inches 

from Indigo. The Demon was only slightly shorter, 


and it put them almost at eye level. Indigo could 


smell him—sorrow, agony, and death. 

“I can sweeten the deal. In fact, | can make it 
irresistible. | can give you back Ariel.” 

It was a lie. It had to be a lie. Indigo turned to 

look at Dante, but he was gone. 

“He told you we cannot lie.” Eami lifted a 

hand like he was going to touch Indigo’s cheek but 
seemed to think better of it. 

“And what’s the price?” 

“Your soul, of course. But not for a millennia. 

| will give you more time with Ariel than you 

would have ever had as a mortal man.” 

“And the catch?” 

“No catch. Again, | cannot lie. | cannot 

deceive. The price is what it is. But what | offer 
you becomes null once the Seraph makes his offer. 
And I can promise you, his offer will not be as 
pleasurable as mine.” 

His soul for Ariel. A millennia with the 


Angel he loved. The Angel he’d lost. It seemed 


like such a small price to pay. It would be so 
simple to say yes, so simple to go somewhere 
quiet and live in peace. To wake up to Ariel’s 
scent, to fall asleep with Ariel cradled against his 
body. To love and be loved. 

Ariel didn’t deserve what had happened to 

him. But he’d chosen death, for this moment, to 
bring Indigo here. A price so high, and yet Ariel 
didn’t hesitate. It was knowledge that weighed on 
Indigo. His last selfish act had taken Ariel from the 
heavens and broken his wings. Taking Eami’s offer 
would also be selfish. He knew that, felt it, yet he 
wanted it. But it was not what Ariel wanted. 
Indigo met Eami’s gaze. “No.” 

There was a moment of disbelief in Eami’s 

eyes, then anger. It flickered out as quickly as it 
appeared, and Eami smiled again. He inclined his 
head and stepped out of the way. 

The Seraph stayed where it was. “Kneel 


before me, Indigo.” 


Indigo walked up. The Seraph’s expression 
remained blank, its features like stone. Indigo’s 
knees popped as he lowered himself to the floor. 
“My offer is simple. l'Il give you peace.” 

“If you want to give me peace, bring back 

Ariel to me.” 

“To raise the dead, even the Angelic, is not a 
choice that is mine to make.” 

“But Eami could have brought him back.” 
Indigo’s words tasted bitter. 

“He is a Demon.” 

“Then how can you give me peace?” 

“lII take you through Heaven’s gate even 
without your sin.” 

“How?” 

“I can only do it once. For anyone | choose. 

Join the ranks of Heaven. Be eternal and bask in 
the glory which is most holy. This will be your 
only chance.” 


“And what happens if | don’t?” 


“The war will happen, and when you die, you 

will be lost. Forever adrift in an endless 

blackness. It will be a greater misery than Hell, 
Indigo. Total isolation. Madness with no end.” 

But for Indigo there would be no such thing as 
peace without Ariel. The Angel should have been 
the one given this offer, not him. Indigo didn’t even 
believe in God. Angels, Heaven, yes, but God 
hadn’t touched the lives of mankind since the dawn 
of time. Since the second great war between 
Heaven and Hell. Existing for eternity just didn’t 
appeal to Indigo any more than the idea of existing 
in darkness. Heaven had been Ariel’s home once, 
and Indigo knew he longed to return. Even if it was 
just for a little while, he craved his own and the 
light beyond. Becoming a Fallen had erased his 
chances. 

Indigo looked up, even though meeting the 
Seraph’s gaze could blind him. “You said you can 


take anyone you want into Heaven.” 


“| did.” 

“Then take Ariel.” 

The weight of the Seraph’s silence pushed 

against Indigo’s shoulders and seared his patience. 
The Seraph’s stare was cold. 

As much as Indigo wanted to scream at the 

Angel, he could only drop his head. “Please. He 
wanted to go home. If you can’t bring him back to 
me, at least let him go home.” 

“Stand up, Indigo.” It was Dante who spoke. 
Indigo opened his eyes. Both Eami and the Seraph 
were gone. A hand gripped his shoulder. “You 
never disappoint me, you know that?” 

Indigo stood up. “This was a test.” 

“Of course.” 

“Why?” 

“To see if you were worthy of going back. 

Once there, you’ll become immortal, like Mara 
Ska. You will touch the same power she has. You 


can become as dangerous as her.” 


“And she passed the test?” 

“Yes. A century ago. Since then she’s become 
sick with power. You’ve seen her. She wants to 
create suffering for the innocent, not save them. 
She’s broken the code. She needs to be stopped.” 
“Who's to say | won’t go down the same 

path?” 

Dante snorted a laugh and clapped Indigo on 

the shoulder. “I have faith in you, boy. Besides, 
you're too much of a son of a bitch already.” He 
started to turn but stopped. “I have to know, why 
didn’t you choose Heaven? It was your only 

chance to ever get in.” 

Indigo met Dante’s hard gaze. How did he 

explain? How did he put it into words? He’d never 
been as eloquent as others. Were there even words 
to articulate the pain he felt? The emptiness of his 
soul? The wound in his heart would never heal, 

and it was a burden he’d carry because it reminded 


him of the best moments in his life. In the end 


Indigo decided to make it simple. 

“It wouldn’t have been Heaven without 

Ariel.” 

Chapter Thirty-Two 

The first breath was the worst. It shot through 
Indigo’s lungs, setting his insides on fire. Then 
there was the tide of heat and the sharpness of 
splintered bone rubbing together as his wounds 
knit and his body healed. He blinked, seeing past 
Mara Ska, seeing past the Sephirot. Incantations 
filled his vision, like Demonic script or Angelic 
writing, only it was different. A combination of 
both and at the same time unique. A forever- 
flowing liquid writing that seemed to crawl across 
the surface of everything like something alive. 
Smaller than atoms, smaller than quarks, and yet 
Indigo could see it. Building blocks, glue, creation 
in its purest form. 

Somehow Indigo knew what it was. The 


written language of God. 


Mara Ska stumbled to her feet and stepped 

back. The code around her warped and shifted. 
Indigo was too engrossed with the sight of it to 
realize she’d shoved him back into the wall again. 
His rib cracked, and then it healed as fast as an 
immortal. 

Mara Ska curled fingers in the air. Going on 
instinct, Indigo threw up his hands. Under his 
fingertips the code rippled and fractured. Mara 
Ska shrieked and fell to her knees. Her eyes 
widened, and her gaze was full of disbelief. “You? 
Vermin, filth. You are not deserving of this gift!” 
Indigo grunted as he got to his feet. 

Apparently being immortal didn’t take away old- 
age creaks and groans. Or maybe he was still 
recovering? He walked over and picked up his 
gun. “Now we're on an equal playing field.” 

Mara Ska slipped a hand in the folds of her 

robe. She pulled out a small pebble. She smiled, a 


wicked pull of lips flashing perfect teeth. 


“Indigo!” Neko screamed his name, and a 

second later the rock in her hand was a gun 
identical to Indigo’s. There was a crack, and a 
burn exploded in Indigo’s shoulder. He was 
thrown back against the wall. This time the pain 
didn’t go away, it just increased as the wound in 
his shoulder widened. So much for the idea of 
healing. 

Mara Ska got to her feet and headed his way. 

“I bet no one told you about holy and unholy 
objects? They hurt us, Indigo. They can even kill 
us.” She pointed the gun at his head. “I don’t know 
why you have been bestowed with the highest 
order of Palet, but you and | are the same. No one 
else has been given this position. It’s our job to 
save the innocent. To save the souls of mankind. 
Will you join me, or do | have to kill you?” She 
laughed. “No, not kill you, because you can’t 
really die. You can only drift forever in the nothing 


between Heaven and Hell.” 


Indigo caught a flash of movement in his 
periphery, and then Neko slammed into Mara Ska, 
knocking her off her feet. She went to the side but 
managed to turn and regain her balance. Her elbow 
came down, cracking Neko between the shoulders. 
This gave Indigo enough time to get to his feet. He 
aimed at Mara Ska’s hand and fired. Her wrist 
disintegrated, and the artifact skipped across the 
floor. The flesh was already healing as Indigo shot 
her again, neck, knee, chest, face. Neko scrambled 
across the floor toward the artifact. 

“Catch!” He flung it in Indigo’s direction. 

Indigo snagged it out of the air. The code rippled 
across its surface as it changed. He watched in 
awe as his HK formed in his hand. Only that 
wasn’t right. The lines were blurred, the edges too 
perfect. It was impossibly unreal. 

Mara Ska pushed outward with her hands, 
manipulating the code. Characters illuminated 


when she touched them and her influence rippled 


through the cascade. Before, Mara Ska’s attack had 
been unseen; now Indigo could read her 
movements in the rush of falling letters. The code 
didn’t so much form words as it created images. 
Indigo could see Mara Ska’s intentions as if they 
had already happened. 

The force of the blow punched Indigo in the 

chest and pushed him back, but he was able to 
block her well enough to remain standing. The 
wounds he’d caused her with the Sig healed. She 
got to her feet and moved to hit him again. 

Indigo decided it was time to find out just 

how bad the artifact could hurt her. 

He pulled the trigger. Whatever it was that 

fired from the end of the artifact, it wasn’t a bullet. 
But it influenced the code swelling around them, 
parting it like the Red Sea. 

Mara Ska threw up a hand like she could 

block the hit. The impact ripped through her arm, 


then struck her in the throat. Her flesh curled like it 


was being burned, and the code written into her 
body splintered. A fan of crimson slapped the gray 
robes of Mara Ska’s pupils. 

Indigo was not surprised when no one moved 

to help her. 

Air bubbled from the gaping hole in Mara 

Ska’s throat. Indigo stepped forward. The flow of 
incantations receded, and he saw her as a mortal 
sees. There was no fear in Mara Ska’s eyes, only 
arrogance. 

She held up her good hand. Blood soaked the 
sleeve of her robe and coated her fingers. Her 
other arm lay flopped across her stomach with 
only strands of muscle keeping it attached. “You’re 
making a mistake.” 

“No. | don’t think | am.” 

“The world needs us. God needs us.” 

“He seems to have gotten along all right by 
himself so far.” 


“Don’t you understand? We have the gift. We 


A 


can save all mortal souls. We are their only hope.’ 
“Hope?” The word tasted bitter. 

“Yes. We are their hope. Hope for the 

world.” Mara Ska’s eyes widened, and she gave 
him a red-stained grin. 

Indigo shook his head. “I have no hope. You 

killed him, remember.” He aimed the gun at her 
head and pulled the trigger. 

Chapter Thirty-Three 

Neko had to move slowly or trip over the 

duster Indigo had made him wear. He grunted 
under the man’s weight as he helped him limp 
toward the Chevelle. Indigo was still bleeding, but 
it seemed to be tapering off. 

“I’m okay now.” Indigo leaned against the car 

and tried to open the door with his bad arm. 
“You're not okay.” Neko pulled him back up 

until Indigo leaned on his shoulders again. For 

such a thin man he weighed a lot. Neko shivered as 


the duster opened and cold air ate up his bare legs 


and chest. At least the chains were gone and he 
could stand. 

“| can drive,” Indigo said. 

“You can’t even open the door.” 

“Where I need to go isn’t safe for you.” 

Neko gave him a look. “Wherever you need 

to go, you need someone to help you get there.” 
“You’re a nephilim. A very unusual nephilim. 

| don’t know how the Church will react to what 
you are.” 

Indigo was afraid for him. “I’m sure l'Il be 

fine.” 

“And what if you’re not? What if they want to 

kill you?” 

What if? The world was full of what-ifs. 

They hadn't stopped Indigo from coming to get 
him. The man had to know the risk of facing Mara 
Ska, and he'd almost died. Neko had been sure 
Indigo was about to draw his last breath, and then 


he’d healed. 


But something had changed in Indigo during 
those few seconds where his chest quit rising and 
falling. Neko had no idea what it was, but even his 
presence was different. Then he’d stopped Mara 
Ska, using the same kind of—what did he call it— 
powers, magic? Indigo had thrown her across the 
room without even touching her. 

It didn’t matter. In the end Indigo had helped 

him at risk to his own life. Neko felt like he owed 
the man. Not just for this, but for everything. 

“I want to help you. So please just let me.” 

Neko took Indigo’s silence as an okay. He led 
Indigo around to the other side, propped him 
against the car, and opened the door. Indigo looked 
at the space inside the car with a disgusted 
expression. “What’s wrong?” 

“I think I’d rather go back inside the 

Sephirot.” 

“Why?” Who would want to? The place was 


void of sound, color, light, life. Neko was sure he 


could even feel his emotions beginning to fade the 
longer he stayed in there. As if what allowed him 
to feel was being leached away with every passing 
second. He pulled Indigo off the side of the car and 
to the opening. The man all but collapsed inside. 
Neko picked up Indigo’s legs and slid them in. 
Indigo’s head fell back, and his eyes closed. Neko 
didn’t think the pinched expression on his face had 
anything to do with the pain in his shoulder and 
everything to do with the pain in his heart. 

Ariel. Indigo was thinking about Ariel. That 

had to be it. 

Neko understood then what Indigo had meant 
when he'd said he’d rather go back to the Sephirot. 
The dulling of emotions meant he’d be less likely 
to feel the loss of his Guardian. 

He put a hand on Indigo’s shoulder. “It’ll be 

Okay.” His eyes opened, then closed again. Neko 
went around to the driver’s side and got in. The 


screwdriver was still in the ignition. When he 


turned it, the car didn’t want to start. 

“Tap the gas,” Indigo said. 

He did, and the Chevelle’s engine turned over 
with a plume of smoke. “lIl take you to Luci’s. 
She’ll Know what to do about your shoulder.” 
“No.” 

“Indigo, you’re bleeding.” 

“It’s healing, slowly, but it’s healing. 

Besides, Luci won’t be at home. She took Ariel’s 
body to the sanctuary for me. We need to go to the 
Church.” 

Neko put the car in reverse, then drive, and 

pulled into the street. “I don’t know where to go.” 
“Head for the highway.” 

“Then what?” 

“You won't be able to miss it.” 

Indigo was right about not being able to miss 

the building. It wasn’t the first time Neko had seen 
the Church. He’d just never known what the 


massive white construct just west of the city was. 


From the highway only the pillars could be seen, 
but when he took the off-ramp and the heavy- 
wooded area parted, the immense stretch of stone 
and mortar was revealed. There were towers with 
turrets, wrought-iron fencing, and guards standing 
at wide gates armed with guns. The script under 
Neko’s skin warmed as they got close, and he saw 
the symbols etched into iron plates adorning each 
pillar Surrounding the pristine landscape. Dawn 
painted the building silver, and winter seemed to 
have left the color of the lawn untouched. 

Neko stopped the car just in front of the gate. 

Two men approached. “What do | do?” 

Indigo tried to sit up. “Roll down your 

window.” 

Neko did. The guard rested one hand on the 

door, the other on the butt of his gun. “Do you have 
business here, Indigo?” 

“You can say that. | need to see Father Gray.” 


The man gave Neko a wary look. Neko stared 


at the steering wheel clutched in his hands. It 
seemed like a better plan than meeting the man’s 
eyes. 

The guard dropped down, scanning the car. 
“Father Gray is in Conclave and not to be 
disturbed.” 

“This is important.” 

“Nothing is more important than Conclave.” 
“This is more important. Now let us in.” 

They backed away, and the gates opened. 

As Neko drove the Chevelle up the twisting 

drive, he said, “I’m surprised they let us in here.” 
“Why?” Indigo sounded so tired. 

“You said it was going to be dangerous for 

me.” 

“They’re just human, not Palet. They can’t see 
you for what you are. Besides, they’re just for 
looks more than anything. This place is protected 
in ways that far exceed what any number of men 


with guns could imagine.” 


Trees lining the road formed a tunnel of 

twisted limbs. “You called this place the Church. 
It’s not the normal kind of church, is it?” 

“No. This is the headquarters for Serenity.” 

Neko laughed a little. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“You make it sound like a comic book.” 

Indigo laughed too. “Aren’t you a little old 

for comics?” 

“You're never too old for comics.” 

Another laugh from Indigo, only this time it 

was softer. “I guess it might. But at least in comic 
books there are usually superheroes. These people 
only turn a blind eye.” 

The driveway began to decline, drawing them 
around a small hill and into a concrete tunnel 
shoved into the ground. Neko slowed. 

“It’s okay. Keep going.” 

The dawn turned into night as the ground 


swallowed them up. Lights flickered overhead, 


illuminating the road just in front of them, going 
dark behind them. Every time they passed a ward 
carved into the wall, Neko’s skin heated up. He 
was pretty sure he understood what Indigo meant 
now when he said the place was protected. It 
seemed ironic to Neko for the people capable of 
defending themselves to have this kind of 
protection. It was the public who didn’t know 
about the Demonic who were in danger. 

“If there were more Palet, do you think Eami 
would have been able to get to Jake?” Tears made 
Neko’s eyes burn. He slowed to a crawl. A 
shuffling noise came from the passenger seat like 
Indigo had turned. Neko couldn’t look. He didn’t 
want the man to see his weakness. 

“I want to tell you yes. | want to tell you if we 
were all doing our job and keeping the Demonic 
where they belong, you two would have been safe. 
But it would be a lie. The Demonic have always 


had their ways, Neko. Even before the Covenant, 


hundreds of thousands fell victim to them with 
every passing year. We’re human, we make 
mistakes, we are misled, and we can be lied to.” 
Indigo grunted. “But none of those are legitimate 
excuses. | failed people. So many people.” 

Neko had a feeling Ariel’s name was at the 

top of the list. 

Chapter Thirty-Four 

Even outside the Sephirot Indigo could still 

see the code. It took a moment of staring before the 
strange writing rolled over the scenery around him 
and poured out of the dark. When Indigo blinked, it 
flickered out. When he tried to see past it to the 
real world, it faded into the background, becoming 
almost invisible. He thought about how he’d been 
able to touch it. Just reach out and push, 
influencing the world around him. At least it had 
worked that way inside the Sephirot. But there was 
something different about what he saw out here. 


The writing or incantation was more stable. Like 


the edges were clearer, as if the objects here were 
more defined. 

It had to be something to do with how the 

Sephirot was not on the mortal plane, and here 
reality was dictated by physical laws. Indigo 

wasn’t sure if he was right or not, but there was a 
sense of foreboding when he thought about trying 
to see if he could influence it. As if doing so 

would break some sort of unwritten law. 

The tunnel dead-ended into the underground 
garage, and Neko pulled into a parking space. 
Indigo wasn’t sure he was going to have the 
strength to get out of the car, but he couldn’t stand 
the thought of Neko having to help him again. The 
boy was bruised up like a piece of abused fruit, 

and naked except for Indigo’s duster. The cold was 
starting to get to him too. Neko tried to hide it, but 
the tremors in his body would not be still no matter 
how hard he bit his lip. 


Indigo would have given Neko his hat, but 


he’d lost it somewhere. 

The door creaked when he pushed it open 

with his foot. Neko offered Indigo a hand, but he 
shook his head. “I’m beat to shit. Not dead.” 
“You're hurt.” 

“It’s getting better.” The wound no longer 

bled, and the flesh burned and itched like 
something healing. He tried to stand, but his legs 
couldn’t quite push him up. Neko took Indigo’s 
arm and put it over his shoulder. It was a real kick 
to Indigo’s ego to have to be helped by the boy. 
Nephilim. He was a nephilim. Indigo figured 

he’d always see Neko as a kid, so he might as well 
quit fighting it. 

“Which way?” 

Indigo tipped his head toward the elevator. 
“There.” 

Inside there were no numbers, only an iron 

plate with an incantation. Indigo pressed his hand 


against the surface, and the Angelic script flared 


for a moment before the doors closed and the lift 
began to ascend. He glanced down at Neko. He 
was trying to hold the duster closed with one hand 
while supporting Indigo with his free arm. His lips 
were almost blue, and of course he didn’t have any 
shoes. 

“Why the fuck are you always barefoot?” 

Neko laughed. “I was just wondering the 

same thing. | think I’ve been naked more in the past 
three days than | was a week working the club.” 
“lII find you some clothes.” 

“I’m Okay.” 

“No, you're cold.” 

The doors opened, and Neko helped Indigo 

out. He could stand better now, and the nausea 
from the pain was receding. He checked the wound 
on his shoulder. It was smaller, and the edges were 
beginning to knit. It looked a week old instead of 
hours. Holy and unholy weapons could hurt him, 


but apparently he still healed faster than a human. 


“Which way?” 

Indigo waved a hand to the right. “The guard 

said Father Gray was in Conclave.” 

“What’s that?” 

“A meeting of most holy. It’s when the priests 

get together and elect their representatives or make 
decisions involving holy law.” 

“Why are we going there?” 

“If the priests are in Conclave, it means 

Cornelius will be there too.” And Indigo had some 
unfinished business with the son of a bitch. 
“Who's Cornelius?” 

“A priest. And a bastard.” 

They stopped just outside a set of wooden 

doors. The surface was engraved with incantations 
and a collage of Angelic events: the creation of 
earth, of man, and the birth of the war between 
Heaven and Hell. Indigo reached for his gun but 
remembered he’d lost it inside the Sephirot. All he 


had was the artifact. He palmed the stone, and it 


folded outward into the shape of his HK. Didn’t 
that take the idea of a concealed weapon to a 
whole other level? 

Indigo took his arm from around Neko’s 
shoulders. “You stay here.” 

“You can barely walk.” 

“| don’t need to walk. | can aim. That’s 
enough.” 

“Indigo.” 

“No.” 

“Please, | want to help.” 

“And | don’t want you to get killed. Just stay 
here. Please.” Indigo needed the boy to listen to 
him. He didn’t have the strength to back up his 
argument. Neko was still glaring at Indigo as he 
nodded. 

Indigo went inside. His boots made small 
shuffling sounds against the marble floor. The 
circle of men and women gathered at the center 


table spoke in soft voices while they poured 


themselves over paperwork and books. No telling 
what they were arguing about now. It seemed like 
all the priests ever did nowadays was bicker over 
paperwork. Twenty years ago they’d fought 
alongside Palet. Exorcisms were a powerful 
incantation against the Demonic. 

A woman was the first to notice Indigo 

walking toward them. Indigo didn’t know her 
name, but she was young and probably new. Other 
wary gazes joined hers. Indigo could only imagine 
the picture he made. Bruised, bloody, pissed off, 
and carrying a fucking gun. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” Why didn’t it 
surprise Indigo that it was Cornelius who spoke? 
The man’s dark eyes fell to Indigo’s gun hand, and 
his doughy cheeks paled. 

Father Gray stood up. His frail form was 

almost bent in half with age. He adjusted his 
glasses and squinted in Indigo’s direction. “What’s 


the meaning of this, young man?” 


Young man. Father Gray hadn’t called Indigo 

that since the day he snuck into the weapons room 
at the age of six. 

“Call the guards.” Cornelius backed up, and 
Father Gray raised a hand. 

“He’s not going to hurt any of us, are you, 
Indigo?” 

“No. | just came to return a piece of 

property.” He laid the HK on the table, and it 
folded back in on itself until it took the shape of a 
simple silver stone. There was a collective gasp. 
Father Gray glanced around the room before 
looking back at Indigo. “How did you get this?” 
“Mara Ska. She used it to kill Ariel.” Indigo 

kept his gaze on Cornelius. 

Father Gray motioned to one of the young 
priests. “Go find Palister and Damiscus. Have 
them escort Mara Ska back here.” 

“Won't do you any good. She’s dead.” 


Cornelius took another step back, and Indigo 


Snatched the artifact off the table. It was in the 
Shape of a gun again before he had his hand up. 
Several 

of 

the 

priests 

retreated. 

“Going 

somewhere, Cornelius?” 

Father Gray laid a hand on Indigo’s arm. “Put 

it down. There’s no need for violence in this 
house.” 

“My job is to protect this house, and right 

now you have a snake in your midst. Tell them, 
Cornelius. Tell them how you made a deal with 
Eami for the artifact.” 

All the priests in Conclave turned to stare at 
the man. 

“I don’t know what you're talking about.” 


Cornelius all but spit the proclamation. 


“It’s over, Cornelius. Eami lost. Mara Ska 

lost.” 

The man’s gaze darted around the room. 

“He’s lying. This is just revenge for Ariel’s 
punishment.” 

“Indigo.” Father Gray pulled on his arm. 

“Please, the gun.” 

Indigo handed it over, and it reverted back to 
the stone. 

“I’m not even sure where this came from. | 
thought it was lost in the archives over a century 
ago.” Father Gray’s eyes came up. “If what you 
say is true, why would he and Mara Ska take this?” 
“To create a nephilim with a soul.” 

A woman said, “Impossible.” 

“He gave the artifact to Eami, who then used 
geneticists to replicate DNA.” Indigo looked at 
each of the Conclave members. “And it worked. 
Eami got his nephilim and was going to possess 


him. If the possession had been successful, he 


would have had an immortal body with a human 
soul. Eami and his entire army would have been 
able to walk the mortal world.” 

“What you claim is ridiculous!” Again the 
woman. 

Father Gray shook his head. “No. Not with a 

drop of God’s blood. It can be anything the 
wielder wants it to be or whatever they believe it 
to be. A warrior would see a weapon, and a 
geneticist would see an untapped genetic code.” 
He looked at Cornelius. “Are Indigo’s claims 
true?” 

“Of course not.” Face flushed, eyes wide. 
Cornelius wore deceit like a bad smell. 

“Then you won't care if | Summon a Seraph to 
pass judgment?” Father Gray said. 

The flush in Cornelius’s face turned ashen. 

He bolted, tearing across the room and 
disappearing through a door tucked between the 


sections of tiered seats. Indigo took off after him. 


His joints felt like they were packed with shards of 
glass. Every step sent an echo up his bones and 
into his shoulder. With the head start, he lost 
Cornelius as the priest reached the end of the hall 
and disappeared around the corner. Indigo cursed 
and limped to catch up. There was a shout, then 
Neko yelling. 

Indigo stepped into the wide entrance hall to 

see Cornelius with one arm around Neko’s neck 
and his free hand reaching for his ankle. Cornelius 
whirled around. He had a small-caliber gun 
pressed to Neko’s head. 

“Any closer and I'll kill him.” 

“Don’t be stupid.” Indigo limped a few steps, 

and Cornelius shoved the gun hard enough to push 
Neko’s head to the side. 

Indigo met Neko’s gaze. He rolled a look up 

at Cornelius, then back at Indigo. Indigo could only 
hope he was guessing right. He went forward, and 


Neko slammed his elbow into the priest’s stomach. 


Indigo lunged. The movement tore the healing 
wound and sent a bolt of fire down his arm. He 
ignored it. 

Torn between two targets, Cornelius chose 

him. The first bullet struck Indigo in the chest, the 
second in the throat. He tasted blood, felt it flood 
his lungs. The need to breathe was followed by a 
stabbing pain. Adrenaline seared through Indigo 
like he was jacked up on juice. 

They collided, and Cornelius struck Indigo in 

the rib and then smashed his nose. White noise 
filled Indigo’s skull, and his heartbeat became a 
hammer against the back of his eyes. But his anger 
propelled him. Indigo snarled and lunged. The 
priest had just enough time to look startled. Indigo 
grabbed him by his clericals and landed a strike to 
the man’s face. The priest fired again, and the 
bullet tore a jagged path through Indigo’s gut. He 
might not be able to be killed by a mortal weapon, 


but it didn’t stop it from hurting like fuck. 


Indigo grabbed Cornelius’s gun hand and 

twisted it until the bones in the priest’s wrist 
ground together. The weapon clattered against the 
marble, and their scuffling sent it sliding out of 
reach. 

Indigo slammed Cornelius into the wall and 
pressed his forearm against the man’s throat. 
Without a weapon all his cockiness became fear. 
Cornelius’s wide, bulging eyes watered up. 
“Please.” 

Indigo shoved him again. “Please what?” 

“Don’t hurt me.” 

“Don’t hurt you? You betrayed the Church. 

You tried to kill an innocent. You made a deal 

with the Demonic. Because of you, because of 
everything you've done, Ariel is dead. Now give 
me a reason not to hurt you, Cornelius. Give me a 
reason why | should let you live.” 

“You don’t understand.” 


“You’re right | don’t.” 


“| didn’t have a choice.” 

“Like hell.” 

“I was dying.” 

“We're all dying.” Indigo stared down at the 

man. More than anything he wanted to drive his fist 
through the priest’s chest and rip out his heart. He 
wanted to make Cornelius suffer, hear him scream. 
“Indigo?” A warm touch fell on Indigo’s arm. 

Neko’s dark blue gaze was worried. “It’s okay 
now.” He glanced back down the hall, and Indigo 
followed his stare. Father Gray stood with the rest 
of Conclave and several guards. The guards had 
their weapons lowered, but their stance told him 
they were ready. 

Indigo stepped away from Cornelius. The 

guards walked up, followed by Father Gray. 

“Are you all right?” Father Gray’s gaze 

lingered on Indigo’s throat. Indigo put a hand to his 
neck. The wound was gone, but the blood was still 


there. 


“I'm fine.” 

“He shot you.” 

“Yeah, but I’m fine now.” 

“You healed.” The tone in the priest’s voice 
suggested he knew why. 

Indigo nodded while watching the guards haul 
Cornelius to his feet and take him down the hall. 
“What will happen to him?” 

“I'll Summon a Seraph.” 

“You don’t believe me?” Somehow that 

didn’t surprise him. 

“I believe you, but the rest of Conclave will 

want a clear conscience before we excommunicate 
him.” 

Would they lop off his head or leave him to 

the Seraph? Indigo hoped the Seraph would be the 
one to extend justice. The Angel would have no 
mercy, and Cornelius would suffer. 

“Indigo?” 


He sighed. “Yes, Father?” 


“Go rest in the barracks. Take your friend. 

Get cleaned up. We'll talk later.” 

The idea of resting made the healing wound 

on his shoulder ache. He nodded and headed down 
the hall. 

Chapter Thirty-Five 

Three days of meetings with Conclave was 

too much. 

Indigo collapsed on the too-small bed stuffed 

in the tiny barrack room. He didn’t care that his 
feet hung off the edge or that it sagged in the 
middle because it was meant for a much smaller 
person. 

The priest’s questions didn’t leave him 

exhausted. It was the lack of sleep. Being here 
within these walls made the memories of Ariel 
impossible to ignore. At least Neko seemed to be 
enjoying himself. Father Gray now knew what the 
boy was but had yet to tell the rest of Conclave. At 


least the man had given his word Neko wouldn’t 


be harmed. 

While everything else about the Church had 
become unreliable, Indigo was glad to find nothing 
about Father Gray had changed. Unfortunately he 
was ancient, and he could be lost from this world 
at any time. Until then Neko would be safe here, 
and if he wasn’t safe after Father Gray was gone, 
Indigo would take him somewhere he would be. 

He threw an arm over his face, blocking out 

the faint glow from the small nightlight on the wall. 
As a child he’d welcomed that light. It kept back 
the shadows and the memories of the Demonic. As 
a young man that same light had let him see Ariel 
in the darkness, every line, every feather, how the 
curls of his hair kissed his cheek. 

Indigo still wondered why he’d been chosen 

to be given a Guardian, considering he’d broken 
just about every rule within the Church and 
unspoken rules among the Angelic. He hadn’t 


meant to fall in love with Ariel, but he’d done 


nothing to stop himself. 

Indigo rolled onto his side and the springs 
protested. How many nights had they opted for the 
floor so they wouldn’t get caught? Too many to 
count. Too many nights Ariel had wrapped Indigo 

in his wings so the marble wouldn’t bruise him. 
Indigo sat up, head throbbing, heart burning. 

He couldn’t stand it. Lying here in the darkness, 
every fucking memory pummeling him into 
Submission. He could face an adversary, he could 
face the Demonic, but he could not face this. Ariel 
might be at rest within the tombs, but Indigo knew 
he would never find peace. 

He got up and pulled on a pair of gray pants. 
They’d had a hard time finding a pair that would fit 
him, and they still rode up above his ankles. The 
shirt was easier. He hated the clothes because, like 
everything else, they reminded him of his youth. 
But the modest garments were a rule within the 


Church. Piousness was a requirement. 


Indigo went out into the hall, unsure about 

where he was going. He walked by the empty 
Sparring room and a classroom with vacant desks. 
More rooms with their doors shut followed him 
down a second hall. The Church was quiet. 

Twenty years ago, even in the middle of the 

night, laughter could be heard, or voices 
whispering to each other way into the night. Drawn 
by old ghosts, Indigo found himself in the Induction 
hall, the place where he’d been chosen among all 
the ranking Palet to receive a Guardian. They had 
whispered about him for months, and the jealousy 
had finally forced him out of the barracks and into 
Dante’s house until the Church got him a place of 
his own. 

Unlike the rest of the rooms, the Induction hall 
wasn’t empty. The glow of a Seraph filled the 
center. It stared at Indigo, faces moving round and 
round, the animal features conveying an almost 


human expression. The one it settled on was the 


head of a lion. The incantations on Indigo’s body 
warmed. 

The Seraph said, “Enter.” 

Indigo wondered if he should remove his 
clothing, then decided if the Seraph wanted to kill 
him, he would welcome it. He would not scream 
for pity like Cornelius had. 

“Kneel.” 

Indigo stayed on his feet. He waited to die. 

He wanted to die. He closed his eyes and hoped. 
After a moment the Seraph said, “I’m not here 

to kill you.” 

Indigo opened his eyes. “Then what do you 
want?” 

“lam a messenger, nothing more.” 

“For who?” 

The Seraph looked away, and the glow it 
emanated banked enough that Indigo could see 
more detail. Its wings were nothing like the earthly 


Angels who walked among men. They were hard, 


Sharp, more like carved blades. “Why did you ask 
for Ariel to be allowed into Heaven and not 
yourself?” 

It hadn’t occurred to Indigo this might be the 
same Seraph from the trial. He thought about the 
Angel’s question. How did he explain love to 
something that had no comprehension of human 
emotion? “Heaven would just be another empty 
place to me. It was his home. He deserved to go 
back.” 

“Even if it meant a forever of darkness for 
yourself? An endless void, no light, no sound, 
nothing?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I still don’t understand.” 

“No offense, but | don’t think you’re capable 

of it.” 

Its gaze met Indigo’s. He wondered if the 

Seraph would strike him blind. When it didn’t, he 


asked, “Why are you here?” 


“I told you, to deliver a message.” 

“Then what’s your message?” 

The Seraph shifted to the right and away from 
the portal in the center of the floor. Surrounded by 
incantations carved into the stone seal was the 
crumpled form of an Angel. His glorious wings 
curled around his body, making him look like he 
was contained in a feathery cocoon. 

Indigo stepped back. How could they do this 

to him, after losing Ariel? How could they send 
him someone else? “I can’t take another 
Guardian.” 

“Step closer.” 

“I can’t. Don’t you understand?” Of course he 
wouldn’t. He was a Seraph, devoid of things like 
grief or conscience. “Please don’t do this to me.” 
“Step closer.” 

Indigo did. He stopped next to the Angel and 

fell to his knees. Why couldn’t the Seraph just kill 


him? Anything would be easier than this. Tears he 


didn’t know he was capable of slid down his 
cheeks. Sorrow, anguish, it poured out of him. He 
hadn’t cried like this since he was a boy, beaten to 
a pulp on the training grounds by a Palet twice his 
age. Only then the pain had been from an outside 
source, spawned by bruises, cuts, and a fractured 
arm. This pain came from within, deeper, more 
vicious than anything Indigo had ever felt. 

Cool fingers caressed his burning cheek, arms 
folded around his shoulders, and feathers kissed 
his skin. He wanted to push the Angel away but no 
longer had the strength. 

“Hush now, everything will be all right.” 

That voice, melodic, gentle. Indigo pulled 

away. Pale golden locks, a chiseled face, familiar 
blue eyes. 

“Ariel.” 

He smiled and kissed the corner of Indigo’s 

mouth. It couldn’t be. He was a Fallen; they did not 


come back. Wings, whole wings, wrapped around 


Indigo. He didn’t want to believe, but he couldn’t 
deny what he felt. He crushed Ariel against his 
chest, sank his hand into Ariel’s hair. The Angel 
exhaled a laugh against his neck. 

“You're real.” 

“Lam.” 

“How?” 

“I don’t know.” 

He touched Ariel’s wings, feeling perfect 

bones and no scars. Ariel was no longer a Fallen. 
The Angel sighed against his neck. “Don’t ever 
stop doing that.” 

“|I won’t. | swear | won’t.” He would never 

stop loving him either. 

Indigo looked at the Seraph. Its features were 
different, but the expression he held couldn’t be 
named. “Thank you for bringing him back.” The 
words felt inadequate, but they were all Indigo had 
to offer. 


“I told you, bringing back the dead is beyond 


my power.” 

“Then how?” 

“I am just the messenger.” Without another 

word he vanished. 

Chapter Thirty-Six 

“So how are the talks going?” Ariel said. 

Indigo took off his new hat and tossed it on 

the bed. “As well as it can go, | guess.” 

Ariel stood up from the desk he’d been sitting 

at. The senior quarters they’d been moved into 
were larger than the barrack rooms. A bed made 
for two, a desk, even a small kitchen. Indigo 
missed his apartment, but they needed to stay here. 
Other Palet were being called back to the Church, 
and the old halls were occupied by students again. 
The war was rising. 

And the knowledge filled Indigo with a kind 

of urgency he’d thought was long lost. 

“You look tired.” 


Indigo laughed. He was tired. Who could 


have ever imagined sitting around and talking to a 
bunch of priests could leave him so exhausted? 
“Have you got much work done?” 

Ariel flicked off the monitor, leaving the 

room almost devoid of light. A soft glow bled 

from his body, highlighting the Angelic script 
under his skin. “I’ve managed to locate five more 
Palet. | suspect the ones I’m having a hard time 
locating are in Europe.” Ariel pushed Indigo 
toward the bed, made him sit, and helped him take 
off his shirt. “Father Gray has authorized resources 
to send people out to find them.” 

“The Demonic will try and stop them.” 

“Of course they will.” He straddled Indigo’s 

lap. “Even so, they won’t be able to stop the 
whispers and the rumors. Even the Demonic will 
carry the message on their tongues.” 

Indigo pulled Ariel down until their lips 

brushed. “You don’t have to fight, you know.” 


“And you know that’s not true. | need to do 


this more than you. It’s what | was made for.” 

“I’m stronger now.” Harder to hurt, unable to 

die by mortal weapons. Indigo didn’t even need an 
injector. Testing his skills in the training room had 
proven his reflexes were as quick as any of the 
Angelic, much to Michael’s displeasure. The man 
was going to have a nasty scar on his arm from 
their last run-in. Poor Luci was going to have to 
kiss it better. 

Indigo laughed. 

“What are you smiling about?” Ariel said. 

“Just thinking.” 

“About what?” 

“Nothing important.” No, there was only one 
important thing in his life. He ran his hands down 
Ariel’s ribs, up Ariel’s back, then sank his fingers 
into the feathers of Ariel’s wings. Strong and 
perfect. Ariel opened them, and the span stretched 
wall to wall. Glorious perfection. 


Looking at him, Indigo had to conclude that 


maybe God didn’t hate them after all. 

He trailed a hand to Ariel’s cheek. 

“According to Eami, Serenity will not win this 
war.” The thought gave Indigo pause and at the 
same time made him desperate to savor every 
moment. 

“I know.” 

“Demons can’t lie about the future.” 

“No. They can’t.” 

“Then why are we doing this? Why are we 

fighting against the inevitable?” Part of Indigo just 
wanted to go somewhere far away with Ariel. Stay 
holed up with him, hidden from the world. Let it 
end. What did it matter as long as they were 
together? 

“Serenity can’t win, that’s what he said.” 

The way he said it gave Indigo pause. 

“Serenity.” 

“Maybe Serenity won’t win. Maybe mankind 


will.” 


It was a thought that gave Indigo hope. As 
fragile as it was, he clung to it. 

Indigo unbuttoned Ariel’s jeans, making him 
stand long enough to get them off. He undid his 
own pants, kicked off his boots, and dropped his 
jeans on the floor next to them. 

“C’mere.” Indigo pulled Ariel down, and his 
wings enveloped them. Soft and yet impenetrable. 
Indigo never felt this safe anywhere else. He 
rolled and pinned Ariel under him. Indigo kissed 
Ariel’s throat, nipped his chin. The stubble on 
Indigo’s face rasped against the Angel’s flesh. He 
made a small, wanton sound, and Indigo 
swallowed it with a kiss. So sweet, So warm. 
Ariel’s taste soothed his heart and fueled his 
hunger. 

To think how close he’d come to losing this. 

Ariel tangled a hand in Indigo’s hair and 

pulled him hard by his braid. “I want you.” 


Indigo sucked on Ariel’s lip. He slid lower 


and did the same to Ariel’s right nipple. 

Ariel pulled him back up. “No, not your 

mouth. You, inside me.” 

“You don’t like my mouth?” 

“Shut up. You know | do. | just...” He buried 

his face against Indigo’s neck. His breath was hot 
against Indigo’s skin. “Please.” His hands slid 
down Indigo’s ribs. One of them found Indigo’s 
cock. Ariel swiped the head with his thumb, 
stirring Indigo’s need in a burst of tingling chills. 
Ariel traced the glans with a dance of fingertips. A 
heavy ache formed in Indigo’s balls. 

Indigo pushed up Ariel’s legs, draping them 
around his waist. He leaned in, sliding his 
cockhead along Ariel’s crack. Indigo teased his 
hole. The Angel made that sound again: low, lean, 
desperate. 

Indigo wrapped a hand around his cock, 

milking it for precum to slick up Ariel’s entrance. 


The Angel lifted his hips. His urgency was 


conveyed to Indigo through his desperate gaze and 
his trembling body. Indigo rolled his hips forward 

at the same time, claiming Ariel’s mouth. There 
was resistance and then with another slow push his 
entrance gave way. The tightness of Ariel’s body 
squeezed Indigo hard. 

“More.” Ariel nipped Indigo’s lip. “Don’t 

hold back.” 

He pushed, going deeper, making Ariel moan. 

The sound vibrated through Indigo’s body, sending 
the ache in his balls down to his legs and pooling 

in his stomach. His hips jerked. 

“Yes, just like that. Please.” 

One last shove and he was inside, encased in 
warmth. Ariel pulled on Indigo’s hips. “Give mea 
minute. | don’t want to come.” Indigo’s muscles 
trembled with the effort to hold back. Sweat 
trickled down his spine. A drop fell from his nose 

to Ariel’s cheek. The tension in Indigo’s gut eased, 


and he was finally able to catch his breath. 


Ariel pulled him back down, tasting Indigo’s 
mouth, probing with his tongue. Thrusting hard, 
deep, making it clear what he wanted. 

Indigo pistoned his hips. Ariel dropped his 

head back and opened his mouth. His blue eyes 
burned impossibly bright, the love in them so pure 
and whole that Indigo knew neither one of them 
could survive without the other. There was a good 
chance the coming war could claim both of their 
lives, So every moment, every second Indigo had 
with Ariel, he wanted to cherish it. 

He sat back and pushed Ariel’s legs higher. 

Indigo increased the force behind his thrust until 
every stroke made the Angel bark in pleasure. The 
symphony of their bodies slapping together was 
accompanied by the whisper of feathers against 
their skin. 

Indigo stroked Ariel’s cock. The Angel 

tensed, his back arched, and he came, tightening 


where Indigo impaled him. The feel, the rush of 


knowing it was him who brought Ariel pushed him 
over the edge. Indigo jerked, cock pulsing. Electric 
bites of pleasure ran down his body, making his 
muscles jump. For a few thundering heartbeats the 
ache and rush of euphoria faded everything out. He 
collapsed, and Ariel’s wings embraced him. 

So right; so perfect. In spite of everything he 

felt at peace. When Indigo caught his breath, he 
looked up to see Ariel watching him. Ariel’s long, 
delicate fingers brushed the loose hair from 
Indigo’s face. 

He caught Ariel’s hand and kissed his palm. 

“| love you. You know that, right?” 

“Of course.” 

“I know | don’t say it very often.” 

“Shh—” 

“I’m not very good at—” 

“Indigo.” Ariel kissed him. “You do say it, 

every time we’re together, every time you make 


love to me. You say it with your body, with your 


touch, with your kiss. | don’t need your words. | 
just need for you to hold me.” 

So he did. 

Chapter Thirty-Seven 

It was time. The wall panel in front of Eami 

slid away, and he walked down the winding 
staircase and into the lavish foyer filled with 
beautiful furniture. None of it was real, of course. 
It was all carved from Hell’s power, a display of 
Eami’s control over his realm. The walls of the 
room were glass, and the displays behind them 
gruesome. 

Bodies were laid out, splayed open, the souls 

of those foolish enough to come to him, feeding his 
horde. Pinned down, they lived, experiencing 
every moment of the agony they endured. A 
beautiful sight. So exquisite. The vision of 
suffering made Eami smile. He could have 
watched for hours, but he had other plans. Great 


and wonderful plans. 


Thanks to Cornelius the ballots were fixed. 

Eami could see what lay ahead in the coming 
weeks. Events that would bring his nephilim back. 
Events that would push Indigo Black to the edge. 
Would it break him? 

There was a dark patch Eami could not see 

past, but he could feel the discord, a clear note 
ringing through time and dancing across his skin. 
Oh yes, Indigo’s misery would surpass Eami’s 
expectations. 

There were only a few things that disturbed 

him. Ariel’s return, the Church’s cooperation, the 
calling of the Palet back into service, and the 
Covenant being released. Pieces he had not seen 
and yet at the same time expected. Nekoda’s 
influence was already in play. Now it was time to 
bring him home. 

Eami would not have to force him. Free will 

might have been mankind’s greatest weapon, but it 


was also his ultimate downfall. 


At the end of the room there was a red door. 

It slid away without being touched. Eami stepped 
into the darkened chamber, where the souls of 
those he’d collected hung in delicate orbs. He 
walked among them. Presidents, movie stars, great 
\JTHE ENDS 

athletes, common men as well: cops, firefighters, 
doctors, and lawyers. Lawyers were Eami’s 
favorite because he loved the flavor of lies. 

They were all in suspension, caught in the 

fog, waiting for their turn to become feeders for his 
horde. Never before had Eami released any of 
them back into the world, although this time he 
would. 

The one he wanted floated through the crowd 

and stopped in front of him. Eami caressed the 
iridescent surface, marveling at the sleeping figure 
curled on his side. Unaware of what awaited. 


Eami plucked the orb from the air and carried 


it to the center of the room where the strongest of 
his incantations had been carved. He placed it in 
the center. A flick of his fingers shattered the 
surface, and the cloud inside rolled out. When it 
parted, a black-winged Angel lay in the center. 
Eami smiled. “Time to wake up, Jake. You 
have work to do.” 
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reading, writing, drawing, and digging holes. 
Although now she calls the reading “research,” the 
drawing “artwork”, the writing “books,” and the 
holes “ponds” and “gardens”. 

Find 

out 

more 

about 

Adrienne 

at 

http://www.theatlantadens.com 
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